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PHEPACE 


THE STORY of the Maya has been “in the writing” for more 
than sixteen hundred years; in fact, ever since the early part of 
the fourth century of the Christian Era, when the ancient Maya 
themselves began to carve their earliest known records on stone 
monuments. 

This purely Maya contribution to their history covers about 
twelve centuries (a.d. 320-1 541), and while very little of his- 
torical detail as we understand it has survived, the Maya hiero- 
glyphic inscriptions, nevertheless, furnish us with a more accu- 
rate chronological background than that found anywhere else in 
aboriginal America. 

During the century (1550-1650) following the Spanish con- 
quest, a number of native as well as Spanish writers carry on the 
story for us. Educated Maya who had been taught by the early 
Catholic missionaries to write their language in the characters of 
the Spanish alphabet in order to facilitate their instruction in the 
Catholic faith set down brief summaries of their own ancient 
history, probably copied directly from their then still surviving 
historical manuscripts in the Maya hieroglyphic writing. 

In addition to the foregoing native sources, several of the 
early Franciscan Fathers have left admirable accounts of the Maya 
as they were in the middle-sixteenth century, by far the most 
important being the contemporary narrative by Fray Diego de 
Landa, the second Bishop of Yucatan. His Relacion de las cosas 
de Yucatan, written in 1566 and extensively quoted in the follow- 
ing pages, is unquestionably our leading authority on the ancient 
Maya. 

During the next two centuries (1650-1840) very little new 
was added to the Maya story, but in 1839-1841 John Lloyd 
Stephens, the American traveler, diplomat, and amateur archae- 
ologist, accompanied by Frederick Catherwood, an English artist, 
visited the Maya area twice and embodied his impressions there- 
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upon in two outstanding works: Incidents of Travel in Central 
America^ Chiapas, and Yucatan (1841) and Incidents of Travel 
in Yucatan ( 1 843) . Both were illustrated by Catherwood’s superb 
drawings} today, more than a hundred years later, they still re- 
main the most delightful books ever written about the Maya area. 

Stephens’ writings were chiefly responsible for bringing the 
great cities of the Maya civilization to the attention of the out- 
side world. Before the publication of his two books, the very 
existence of these cities was unknown outside of Yucatan and 
northern Central America, but, after their appearance, knowledge 
of the Maya, who developed our greatest native American civiliza- 
tion, became general on both sides of the Atlantic. With Stephens 
also begins the period of the modern exploration of this region. 

Since Stephens’ time many scientific institutions as well as 
individual students have been engaged in piecing together difiFer- 
ent parts of the Maya picture-puzzle. To mention all would 
expand this preface beyond reasonable limits, but the three 
most important should be noted: (i) the English archaeologist, 
Sir Alfred P. Maudslay, the results of whose fifteen years of 
exploration in the Maya region (1881-1894) were published in 
the magnificent section on Archaeology of the Biologia CentraU- 
Atnericana, the first scientific publication about the Maya civiliza- 
tion} (2) the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology 
of Harvard University, which, between 1888 and 1915, sent many 
expeditions to the Maya area under able leaders who have made 
many important contributions to our knowledge of the ancient 
Maya} (3) the Carnegie Institution of Washington, which has 
been carrying on intensive studies in the Maya field for the past 
three decades. No fewer than twenty-five annual expeditions 
under trained archaeologists have been sent to different parts of the 
Maya area and a vast amount of new material in many fields— 
archaeology, ethnology, anthropometry, history, linguistics, agri- 
culture, botany, zoology, geography, medicine, and epidemiology 
— ^has been obtained. 

It toU be seen from the foregoing that many different cooks 
have had a hand in bremng the Maya broth as we have it today, 

vm 



but especially I wish to express here my deep gratitude to my 
colleagues in the Division of Historical Research of the Carnegie 
Institution of Washington, without whose untiring and unselfish 
studies in many phases of the Maya problem, often carried on 
under most trying, even perilous, conditions, this book could not 
have been written. 

The Maya story as related here may be divided thus: 

1. A description of the region where the Maya lived, the several 
branches into which they were divided, and their physical and 
psychological characteristics (chapters i and ii, see pp. 3-37)* 

2. Maya history — the origin of their civilization, its rise, first 
florescence, and first decline: the Old Empire (a.d, 317-987) } 
its renaissance and final decline: the New Empire (987— 
1527)5 and the Spanish Conquest (1527-1697) (chapters 
iii-vii, see pp. 38-136). 

3. Ancient and modern Maya manners and customs — agricul- 
ture, government, social organization, life of the common 
people, religion, deities, hieroglyphic writing, arithmetic, 
chronology, astronomy, cities, architecture, sculpture, model- 
ing, ceramics, textiles, basketry, matting, painting, lapidary 
art, mosaics, feather- and metal-work, and flint-chipping 
(chapters viii to xvi, see pp. 137—440). 

4. An appraisal of the Maya civilization and its comparison with 
other aboriginal American cultures (chapter xvii, pp. 441-55). 

Finally, if we are to grasp the real significance of the Maya 
story, and its essential meaning, we must realize that primarily 
it was one of the world’s most notable experiments in agriculture 5 
in a word, that it was based exclusively upon and conditioned by 
the cultivation of maize, or Indian corn, than which nothing was 
of greater importance in ancient Maya life, nor indeed still is 
even today. 

Sylvanus Griswold Morley 

Haoienoa Chenku 
; June 7, '1946. ; 
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Yucatan, Mexico (Institute Nacional de An tropo- 
logia e Historia, Mexico City, Mexico) 

b) Colonnade, interior of the Market, Chichen Itza, 
Yucatan, Mexico (Estudio Camara, Merida, Yu- 
catan, Mexico) 

Plate 62. — Quarrying Operations, Old Empire (Carnegie Insti- 
tution of Washington, Washington, D.C.) 

(a) ‘‘Quarry stumps’’ on base of Stela J, Quirigua, 

Izabal, Guatemala; (b) two partially quarried 
shafts, Calakmul, Campeche, Mexico . facing 353 

Plate 63. — Monuments of the Early Period of the Old Empire 
a) Stela 4, Tikal, Peten, Guatemala (Peabody Mu- 
seum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Massachusetts) . facing 368 

xxii 



PAGE 


' h) Stela 26, Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala (Carnegie ■ 

Institution of Washington) . . , . facing 368 

c) Stela 5, Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala (Carnegie 
Institution of Washington, Washington, D.C.) 

facing 368 

d) Stela 2, Tikal, Peten, Guatemala (Peabody Mu- 
seum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Massachusetts) . facing 368 

Plate 64. — Steps in the Making of a Maya Monument, after the 

Original Drawings by Jean Chariot . . following 368 

Plate 65. — Steps in the Making of a Maya Monument, after the 

Original Drawings by Jean Chariot . . following 368 

Plate 66. — Four Sculptures at Piedras Negras, Peten, Guatemala, 

with Identical Designs Executed over a Period of 

153 Years 

a) Stela 25, erected in a.d. 608 (Museum of the Uni- 

versity of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsyl- 
vania) . . . . . . . . . . following 368 

b) Stela 6, erected 80 years later, a.d. 687 (Museo 
Nacional, Guatemala City, Guatemala) following 368 

c) Stela II, erected 43 years later, a.d. 731 (Mu- 

seum of the University of Pennsylvania, Philadel- 
phia, Pennsylvania) . . • . . . following 368 

d) Stela 14, erected 30 years later, A.D. 761 (Museum 

of the University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania) following 368 

Plate 67. — Sculptures of the Early and Middle Periods of the Old 

Empire 

a) Stela 27, Yaxchilan, Chiapas, Mexico, erected in 

A.D. 514 (Carnegie Institution of Washington, 
Washington, D.C.) following 368 

b) Stela 25, Naranjo, Peten, Guatemala, erected in 

A.D. 622 (Carnegie Institution of Washington, 
Washington, D.C.) following 368 

c) Stela 21, Naachtun, Peten, Guatemala, erected in 
A.D. 687 (Carnegie Institution of Washington, 
Washington, D.C.) ...... following 368 

d) Stela P, Copan, Honduras, erected in a.d. 623 

Biologia Centrali-Americana, Section on Archae- 
ology) following 368 
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Plate 68.— Sculptures of the Great Period of the Old Empire 

(Carnegie Institution of Washington, Washing- 
ton, D.C.) . following 368 

a) Stela H, Copan, Honduras, erected in a.d. 782 

b) Stela A, Copan, Honduras, erected in a.d. 731 

Plate 69. — ^Wall Panel No. 3, Temple 0 - 13 , Piedras Negras, 

Peten, Guatemala (Museum of the University of 
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) following 368 
a) Wall panel as found, the finest sculpture ever pro- 
duced in ancient America 
h) Pen-and-ink restoration by M. Louise Baker 

Plate 70. — Throne from Piedras Negras and Model of a Temple 
atTikal 

a) Throne in principal hall of Palace J-6, Piedras 
Negras, Peten, Guatemala (Museum of the Uni- 
versity of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsyl- 
vania) facing 369 

h) Model of Temple IV, Tikal, Peten, Guatemala 
(American Museum of Natural History, Nevi^ 

York City, New York) facing 369 

Plate 7 i .—Sculptured Lintels, Yaxchilan, Chiapas, Mexico 

a) Lintel 25 from Structure 23 (Biologia Centrali- 
Americana, Section on Archaeology) . following 376 

b) Lintel 24 from Structure 23, the finest sculptured 
stone door-lintel in the Maya area (Biologia Cen- 
trali-Americana, Section on Archaeology) 

following 376 

Plate 72. — Sculptures of the Great Period of the Old Empire 
(School of American Research, Archaeological In- 
stitute of America, Santa Fe, New Mexico) 
a) Stela F, Quirigua, Izabal, Guatemala 376 

by Stela D, Quirigua, Izabal, Guatemala following 376 

c) Zoomorph P, Quirigua, Izabal, Guatemala 

following 

Plate 73.— Sculptures of the New Empire at Chichen Itza and at 
Uxmal 

a) Chac Mool (Instituto Nacional de Antropolgia e 

Historia, Mexico City, Mexico) . . following 376 





PAGE 


b) Support for a banner in form of an anthropomor- 

phic figure ' (Estudio Camara, Merida, Yucatan, 
Mexico) following 376 

c) Red Jaguar Throne (Estudio Camara, Merida, 

Yucatan, Mexico) . . . . . . following 376 

d) Atlantean figure altar support (Fotografia Guerra, 

Merida, Yucatan, Mexico) . . . following 376 

e) Support for a banner in form of an anthropomor- 

phic figure (Institute Nacional de Antropologia e 
Historia, Mexico City, Mexico) . . following 376 

/) Altar in the so-called cemetery (Fotografia 

Guerra, Merida, Yucatan, Mexico) . following 376 

Plate 74. — ^Sculptures of the New Empire at Chichen Itza and at . 

Uxmal 

a) Seated figure, Northwest Colonnade (Carnegie In- 
stitution of Washington, Washington, D.C.) 

facing 377 

b) Same figure, profile (Carnegie Institution of 

Washington, Washington, D.C.) . . . facing 377 

c) Head emerging from mouth of a serpent in the 

House of the Magician, Uxmal (Institute Na- 
cional de Antropologia e Historia, Mexico City, 
Mexico) . . . . f^^l'^g 377 

d) Same head, profile (Instituto Nacional de Antro- 
pologia e Historia, Mexico City, Mexico) , 377 

Plate 75.’ — Sculptures of the New Empire 

a) Sculptured door-jamb, Structure 2C6, Kabah, Yu- 

catan, Mexico (Carnegie Institution of Washing- 
ton, Washington, D.C.) * . . . . facing 384 

b) Sculptured door-jamb, Structure 2C6, Kabah, Yu- 

catan, Mexico (Carnegie Institution of Washing- 
ton, Washington, D.C.) ..... facing 384 

c) Sculptured door-jamb. Structure 2, Xculoc, Cam- 
peche, Mexico (Museo Arqueologico, Etnografico 

e Historico, Campeche, Mexico) . , . facing 384 

d) Sculptured door-jamb, Structure 2, Xculoc, Cam- 
peche, Mexico (Museo Atqueologico, Etnografico 

e Historico, Campeche, Mexico) ... facing 384 
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Plate 76.— Making a Lime-Kiln at Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mex- 
ico (Carnegie Institution of Washington, Washing- 
ton, D,C.) . . following 384 

Plate 77.“Examples of Stucco-work from Palenque, Chiapas, 

Mexico following 384 

{a and b) Views of House D of the Palace Group, 
west fagade (Biologia Centrali-Americana, Sec- 
tion on Archaeology) 

Plate 78. — Examples of Stucco-work from Comalcalco, Tabasco, 
Mexico (Middle American Research Institute, Tu- 
lane University of Louisiana, New Orleans, Louisi- 
ana) following 384 

(^ and i) Figures on wall of tomb as restored; (i:) 
figures on wall of same tomb as found 

Plate 79. — Examples of Stucco-work from Acanceh, Yucatan, 

Mexico . . . following 384 

a) Figure of squirrel on face of building (Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Massachusetts) 
h) Figures of bat, eagle ( ? ), jaguar ( ? ), and serpent 
on face of building (Peabody Museum of Archae- 
ology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Cam- 
bridge, Massachusetts) 

Plate 80. — Uaxactun Ceramics, Mamom Phase (Carnegie Insti- 
tution of Washington, Washington, D.C.) following 384 

a) Archaic clay head, “black dirt” stratum, Group E 
h) Another example of the same type 

c) Archaic female torso, Group E. 

d) Other examples of the same type 

Plate 81. — Miscellaneous Examples of Clay-modeling from the 
Old and New Empires and among the Lacandon 
d) Effigy pipe, Temple of the Warriors, Chichen 
Itza, Yucatan, Mexico (Carnegie Institution of 
Washington, Washington, D.C.) . following 384 

b) Human head from incense-burner, Mayapan, Yu- 

catan, Mexico (Carnegie Institution of Washing- 
ton, Washington, D.C.) • . , following 384 

c) Human figurine made from an ancient mold, 
found on Rio Chixoy, Chiapas, Mexico (Peabody 
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■ Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology^ Harvard 
University) .■ following 384 

d) Modern Lacandon incense-burner, Chiapas, Mex- 
ico (Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Eth- 
nology, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massa- 
chusetts) following 384 

Plate 82. — -Examples of -Clay-modeling from the Island of Jaina, 
Campeche, Mexico; Anthropomorphic Figurines (Mu- 
seo Arqueologico, Etnografico e Historico, Campeche, 
Mexico) . . . , . , . . . . . facing 385 

Plate 83. — Examples of Yucatan Slate Ware, Puuc Period, 
Northern Yucatan, Mexico (Carnegie Institution of 
Washington, Washington, D.C.) .... facing 400 

a) Excavated fragment, Uxmal, Yucatan, Mexico 

b) Bowl from Dzan, Yucatan, Mexico (Morley Col- 
lection) 

c) Jar, provenance unknown (Rafael de Regil Col- 
lection, Merida, Yucatan, Mexico) 

d) Engraved vase found near Ticul, Yucatan, Mex- 
ico (Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Eth- 
nology, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massa- 
chusetts) 

Plate 84. — Examples of Plumbate Ware, Mexican Period, North- 
ern Yucatan, Mexico (Rafael de Regil Collection, 
Merida, Yucatan, Mexico) (Carnegie Institution of 
Washington, Washington, D.C.) . , following 400 

Plate 85. — Examples of Late Decadent Wares, Period of Disin- 
tegration 

a) Coarse red ware tripod bowl, Northern Yucatan, 
Mexico (Peabody Museum of Archaeology and 


Ethnology, Harvard University, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts) . ... . . . following 400 

^) Incense-burner found near Chichen Itza, Yuca- 
tan, Mexico (Carnegie Institution of Washington, 
Washington, D.C.) ... . . . following 400 


Plate 86. — Spinning and Weaving among the Lacandon Maya, 
Chiapas, Mexico (Peabody Museum of Archaeology 
and Ethnology,-Harvard University, Cambridge, Mas- 
sachusetts) facing 401 
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Plate 87 —Old Empire Polychrome Vase Presenting an Initial ■ 

Series Date, Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala . facing 416 

Plate 88.— Old Empire Polychrome Vases from the Chixoy Val- 
ley, Alu Vera Paz, Guatemala ..... facing 424 
{a) Chama vase; {b) Ratinlinxul vase 

Plate 89. — Polychrome Vases from the Old and New Empires 

a) Nebaj vase, Chixoy Valley, Alta Vera Paz, Guate- 
mala following 424 

b) Vase from Northern Yucatan . . . following 424 

Plate 90. — Wall-Painting of a Fishing Village from the Temple 
of the Warriors, Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico) 

facing 432 

Plate 91. — Old Empire Carved Jades .... following 432 

a) Early Period pendant, Copan, Honduras (Stanley 
Stubbs, Laboratory of Anthropology, Santa Fe, 

New Mexico) 

b) Pendant, Kaminal-juyu, Guatemala (Carnegie In- 
stitution of Washington, Washington, D.C.) 

c) Great Period pendant, place of origin unknown 
(Middle American Research Institute, Tulane 
University of Louisiana, New Orleans, Louisiana) 

d) Profile view of the same (Middle American Re- 
search Institute, Tulane University of Louisiana, 

New Orleans, Louisiana) 

e) Middle Period pendant, Piedras Negras, Peten, 
Guatemala (Peabody Museum of Archaeology and 
Ethnology, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mas- 
sachusetts) 

/) Profile view of same (Peabody Museum of Arch- 
aeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Cam- 
bridge, Massachusetts) 

Plate 92. — Old Empire Carved Jades 

d) Plaque showing Maya ruler, now in the British 
Museum ( Direccion de Antropologia, Secretaria 
de Agricultura y Fomento, Mexico) . following 432 
b) Anthropomorphic statuette from Temple A- 
XVIII, Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala (Carnegie 
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Institution of Washington, Washington, D.C.) 

following 432 

c) The same in profile (Carnegie Institution of 

Washington, Washington,^ D.C.) . following 432 

Plate 93.— New Empire Carved Jades .... following 432 

a) Human head and necklace from cache lying on the 
Red Jaguar Throne in the buried temple under 
the Castillo, Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico (Es- 
tudio Camara, Merida, Yucatan, Mexico) 

b) Human head from cache under Castillo stairway, 
Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico (Museo de Ar- 
queologia e Historia, Merida, Yucatan, Mexico) 

c) Human figure from same cache (Museo de Ar- 
queologia e Historia, Merida, Yucatan, Mexico) 

Plate 94. — New Empire Gold Work, Well of Sacrifice, Chichen 
Itza, Yucatan, Mexico 

a) Gold pendant (Museo Nacional de Antropologia e 

Historia, Mexico City) . . . . . . facing 433 

b) Gold bell (Museo Nacional de Antropologia e His- 
toria, Mexico City) . . . . . . . facing 433 

Three portions of gold mask (Peabody Museum of 
Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, 
Cambridge, Massachusetts) . . . . facing 433 

Plate 95. — Old Empire Eccentric-shaped Chipped Flints (Car- 
negie Institution of Washington, Washington, D.C.) 
a) Eccentric-shaped chipped flint from El Palmar, 
Campeche, Mexico, like one held in hand of figure 
on Initial Series vase from Uaxactun . . facing 440 

i) Eccentric-shaped chipped flints from El Palmar, 

Campeche, Mexico . . . ... . facing 440 

c) Chipped-flint blades, Quirigua, Izabal, Guate- 
mala . facing 440 

d) Chipped-flint ornament from a ceremonial staff, 

El Palmar, Campeche, Mexico . . . facing 440 

<2r) Chipped-flint ornament from a ceremonial staff, 
Guatemala . . • • facing 
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“If one looks closely he will find that every- 
thing [these Indians] did and talked about 
had to do with maize; in truth, they fell little 
short of making a god of it. And so much is 
the delight and gratification they got and still 
get out of their corn fields, that because of 
them they forget wife and children and every 
other pleasure, as if their corn fields were 
their final goal and ultimate happiness.” — 
Chronica de la Santa Provincia del 
Santissimo Nombre de Jesus de Guatte- 
mala, Cap. VII (XVI& century MS). 


LOCATION 


PROJECTING NORTHWARD into the Gulf of Mexico like 
a giant thumb, midway between North and South America, lies 
the Peninsula of Yucatan, where, during the fourth to sixteenth 
centuries of the Christian Era, there flourished the most brilliant 
civilization of the New World in pre-Columbian times, namely, 
that developed by the Maya peoples of southern Mexico and 
northern Central America. (See endsheets.) 

More exactly speaking, the region occupied by the ancient 
Maya is that comprised today by the states of Yucatan, Campeche, 
Tabasco, the eastern half of Chiapas, and the territory of Quin- 
tana Roo, in the Republic of Mexico} the Department of Peten 
in Guatemala, and the adjacent highlands to the south, that is 
to say most of the rest of Guatemala except the Pacific coast-plain} 
the contiguous western section of the Republic of Honduras, and 
all of British Honduras, a total of some 125,000 square miles, 
roughly an area equal in size to the six New England states. New 
York, New Jersey, and a quarter of Pennsylvania combined, or 
to the single state of New Mexico. 

THREE NATURAL SUBDIVISIONS 

As may be seen from the physiographic map of the Maya area 
in Plate i, this region divides naturally into three general sec- 
tions, the second and third merging without a clear-cut line of 
demarcation: (i) the mountain ranges and intermediate plateaus 
—the Cordillera of Central America — ^which swing in a great 
half-circle to the southwest, south, and southeast} (2) the interior 
drainage basin of the Department of Peten, Guatemala, with the 
adjacent exterior valleys, originating in a succession of low hills 


surrounding the sanne, which together comprise the southern half 
of the Yucatan Peninsula, geographically but not politically speak- 
ingj and (3) the low, flat, limestone plain which is the northern 
half of the Peninsula. 

In order to understand clearly the story of the ancient Maya, 
these three natural divisions, with their differing environmental 
characteristics, should be constantly borne in mind; first because 
the Maya probably developed their agricultural system, upon 
which their whole civilization was based, in the Guatemala high- 
lands; second because their highly specialized culture originated 
in the interior drainage basin and reached its most brilliant esthetic 
expression in the lush Usumacinta Valley, lying immediately to 
the west; and third because the Maya renaissance and final decay 
took place in the third section — ^the more arid, northern half of 
the peninsula. 

THE HIGHLANDS OF GUATEMALA, WESTERN HONDURAS, AND 
EASTERN CHIAPAS, MEXICO 

The mountain ranges in the south form a great crescent-like 
support from which the Yucatan Peninsula projects northward 
(Plate i). Somewhere in this region, probably in western Guate- 
mala during the third or second millenium before Christ, the 
Maya developed the agricultural system upon which their whole 
civilization was later to be based (chapters iii and viii, see pp. 38- 
49 and 137-58). 

This region is a high plateau with mountain ranges of vol- 
canic origin separating the upland valleys (Plate 2, a), the highest 
peaks reaching elevations of more than 13,000 feet — ^Tajamulco, 
13,809 feet; Tacana, 13,330 feet; Agua, 12,306 feet (Plate 
2, b) ) Fuego, 12,579 feet; Acatenango, 12,989 feet; Santa Maria, 
12,333 feet; and Pacaya, 8,344 feet. The first three are extinct 
volcanoes, the last four active, all being in Guatemala. 

Two principal river systems (Plate i) drain this region; (i) 
the Motagua River, rising in the Department of El Quiche, 
Guatemala, flowing east, northeast, and north, finally reaches the 
Gulf of Honduras, a southwesterly extension of the Caribbean 


Sea, just east of Puerto Barrios j (2) the Usumacinta River, which • 
is composed of three principal affluents — the Pasion, the Salinas 5 
or Chixoy, and the Lacantun. The Pasion rises in the Department 
of Alta Vera Paz and, after flowing generally north and west, is 
joined by the Salinas 3 the latter rises in the Department of 
Huehuetenango and joins the Pasion at the site of the ancient 
Maya city of Altar de Sacrificios, located on the point of land 
between the two rivers. The Lacantun drains eastern Chiapas, 
Mexico, and northern Huehuetenango and El Quiche, Guate- 
mala, and flows eastward into the united Pasion-Salinas, 22 miles 
below (northwest of) Altar de Sacrificios. Below the junction of 
the Pasion and the Salinas the river is known as the Usumacinta, 
one of the largest waterways in Central America. It forms the 
western boundary of the Department of Peten and reaches the 
Gulf of Mexico through several different channels — ^the Palizada, 
the San Pedro and San Pablo, and the Grijalva rivers being the 
largest. The Usumacinta River with its tributaries was the prin- 
cipal water highway of the Maya Old Empire (Plate 3, d). 

The Guatemala highlands, where nearly a million and a half 
descendants of the ancient Maya still live (chapter ii, see p. 15), 
are high, extending 4,000 feet and upwards above sea level. The 
winters are dry and cool, even cold, ice forming in the higher 
mountains. The summers are less warm than in the Peten and 
Yucatan lowlands to the north, and the rainy season — May 
through November — is somewhat shorter than in the Department 
of Peten. The upland plateaus and valleys are not so heavily 
forested as the lowlands. There are open grasslands on every side, 
while a variety of evergreens— fir, pine, spruce, cypress— and 
some deciduous trees — -live oak and aguacate — clothe the moun- 
tain slopes. True forests disappear at about 10,000 feet, though 
massive conifers and other trees grow at still higher levels. The 
land is not cultivated above 10,000 feet, but there are vast, grassy 
meadows above this elevation, where sheep and goats graze. 

There are two large lakes in the highlands. Lake Araatitlan 
in the Department of Guatemala, and Lake Atitlan in the De- 
partment of Solola. The latter, with its waters of deepest sap- 


phire, surrounded by sharply rising mountains of volcanic origin, 
under skies of purest azure, all bathed in the golden sunlight of 
the Guatemala highlands, is comparable both in beauty and inter- 
est to any of the Italian or Swiss lakes. 

Finally, nestling along the inner edge of the right-hand prong 
of this mountainous crescent in the Department of Izabal is a 
very large, land-locked lagoon. Lake Izabal, 30 miles long and 
12 miles wide, which is connected with the Gulf of Honduras 
by the golfete or little gulf and the Rio Dulce of incomparable 
beauty (Plate i). The latter, flowing between steep cliffs of 
white limestone, festooned with gorgeous draperies of vivid 
tropical vegetation, enters the Gulf of Honduras at the modern 
town of Livingston, Guatemala. 

Although the fauna of the highlands — the mammalian, bird, 
and reptilian life— is by no means as abundant as that of the 
Department of Peten and northern Yucatan, jaguars, pumas, 
deer, and small mammals are numerous, while the famous 
quetzal, the national bird of Guatemala, one of the most gorgeous 
birds in the world, is almost exclusively confined to the highlands 
of Guatemala and Honduras and the adjacent mountains of 
Chiapas, though found to a lesser extent as far south as Panama. 

Somewhere in this very region, in the upland valleys of west- 
ern Guatemala, is the place where Indian corn or maize, the great 
food staple of ancient America, probably originated, perhaps 
sometime during the third millenium before Christ (chapters 
iii and viii, see pp. 44, 45, and 140, 141). 

THE LOWLANDS OF PETEN AND THE SURROUNDING VALLEYS 

The interior drainage basin of central Peten and the surround- 
ing valleys form the second main division of the Maya area. The 
average elevation of the central Peten savanna, just south of the 
medial chain of lakes, is about five hundred feet above sea level, 
though the generally east-and-west-running ranges of hills' in- 
closing the interior drainage basin rise perhaps another five hun- 
dred feet. This basin is about sixty miles long east and west, 
though not more than twenty miles wide at the widest place. At 



the base of the range of hills forming the northern side of the 
drainage basin is a chain of thirteen or fourteen lakes, several of 
which are connected in the rainy season. By far the largest of these 
is Lake Peten Itza, the ancient name of which was Chaltuna 
(Plate 4, F), located about midway of the basin east and west 5 
this lake is twenty miles long by three miles wide at its widest 
place. 

South of the range of hills on the southern side of the basin 
lies the great irregularly shaped savanna of central Peten, already 
mentioned. This is a natural, as opposed to a man-made, savanna 
(see chapter iv, p. 71), probably always having been open coun- 
try. Few trees grow on this grassy plain (Plate 4, a). The soil is a 
close, red clay, not suited to the cultivation of maize, which fact, 
coupled with the almost complete absence of the remains of for- 
mer human habitations, probably indicates that the savannas were 
largely unoccupied in ancient times. 

The few streams rising in the central savanna find their way 
south and west into the Pasion River. East of this central Peten 
savanna, in extreme southeastern Peten and southern British Hon- 
duras, rise the jagged Maya Mountains of relatively recent vol- 
canic origin, the highest point of which. Cockscomb Peak, has an 
elevation of 3,700 feet. The narrow coast-plain east of the Maya 
Mountains is watered by a number of streams, none of any length, 
which flow into the Caribbean Sea. The largest, the Sarstoon 
River, forms part of the present boundary between British Hon- 
duras and Guatemala. 

In the low ranges to the northwest, north, and northeast of 
the interior drainage basin, six rivers of medium size have their 
origin} the first three, the San Pedro Martyr, the Candelaria., and 
the Mamantel, flowing generally west and north, empty into the 
Gulf of Mexico on the west side of the Yucatan Peninsula, the 
first by way of the Usumacinta, the second and third by way of the 
Laguna de Terminos. The remaining three, the Hondo, the New, 
and the Belize or Old River, flowing generally northeast, empty 
into the Caribbean Sea on the east side of the peninsula (Plate i). 

The ranges of hills north of the central basin and the valleys 


between bear generally east and west; the southern slopes of the 
former are sharp, the northern slopes dropping almost imper- 
ceptibly from each crest to the next succeeding water course. Both 
hills and valleys are completedly covered with a dense tropical 
forest (Plate 3, b), a veritable jungle in which grow mahogany, 
sapodilla (of which the milk-like sap produces chewing gum and 
the wood is used for the beams in the interior of Maya temples), 
rubber, mamey, Spanish cedar, ceiba or yaxche (the holy tree of 
the ancient Maya, which produces a kind of cotton called kapok), 
the copd, or wild fig (from the bark of which the Maya made their 
paper, A««»), breadnut (the fruit of which was eaten in times of 
drought and the leaves of which serve as fodder), aguacate, all- 
spice, cohune-palm, (?jco^3-palm, and many others for which there 
are no equivalent English names, the trees themselves being un- 
known in northern climates. The forest averages from 125 to 
150 feet in height (Plate 5, «), but the undergrowth, except in 
the occasional swamps (Maya akalche) which dot the valley 
floors, remains relatively sparse, owing to the dense shade afforded 
by the higher trees. 

It is precisely in the valleys and on the northern slopes of the 
ridges- — ^in fact, wherever there was high forest, and not in the 
open, grassy savannas — that the ancient Maya built their stone 
cities. 

In addition to Indian corn or maize, the great American food 
staple, other vegetables, fruits, and edible plants were cultivated: 
black and red beans, two kinds of squash, chayote^ tomatoes, bread- 
nut, cacao, and a variety of tubers — sweet potato, jicamay cassava, 
and several kinds of yams. Other economic plants raised were 
chili pepper, vanilla, and allspice for flavoring; and cotton, 
tobacco, fibers, and gourds for kitchen utensils. The forest itself 
yielded many useful materials— poles and withes for the frame- 
work of the houses, palm-leaf for the thatching of roofs, resin 
of the cofd tree (Maya fom) for incense in their religious cere- 
monies, in fact, everything that their mode of life required. 

Animal life is much more abundant in this region than in the 
highlands to the south. The forests of Peten literally teem with 
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jaguar, deer, brocket, peccary, tapir, both the Guatemala howler- • 
and spider-monkeys (the former a medium-sized monkey), and 9 
a host of smaller mammals, such as armadillos, vampire bats, 
agoutis, and other rodents, while birds of brilliant plumage dart 
through the trees and soar majestically overhead. There are 
parrots, macaws, toucans, herons, hummingbirds} and many game 
birds— -the famous ocellated turkey, found nowhere else in the 
world save in the Yucatan Peninsula and more like a pheasant 
than a turkey} wild turkeys, partridges, quail, curassows, cojoUtes, 
doves, and roadrunners} vultures, hawks, and eagles, and hosts 
of smaller feathered folk. There are many snakes, both poisonous 
and nonpoisonous, the python, the tropical rattler, the justly 
feared fer-de-lance, or nahuyaca, the tropical moccasin and other 
equally deadly pit vipers, the coral snake, and, in the lakes and 
rivers, crocodiles. 

Most abundant of all is the insect life — ^ plague by night and 
day — ants of all kinds, termites, hornets, the stingless bee (which 
makes the delicious wild honey of the Yucatan Peninsula, the 
principal source of sugar for the ancient Maya), butterflies, gnats, 
tiny bloodsuckers, fleas, flies of all kinds and sizes, ticks, chiggers, 
and numberless, nameless other insect pests, and at night, hordes 
of voracious mosquitoes and innumerable enormous fireflies, a 
half-dozen of which latter under a glass will give sufiicient light 
to read by. 

The climate of Peten is much warmer than that of the south- 
ern highlands, and considerably more humid than that of north- 
ern Yucatan. The rainy season is much longer, extending from 
May through January, and showers are not infrequent even in the 
so-called dry months of February, March, April, and May. The 
rainfall is high, increasing from about 70 inches in the north to 
about 150 inches in the south as the Cordillera of Guatemala is 
approached. Water never freezes, though cold “northers” in the 
winter frequently drive the temperatures down into the 50’s 
Fahrenheit. The hottest months are April and May, just before 
the rains break, when the temperatures rise well above 100° F., 
even in the shade. 



This region had everything desired by the ancient Maya, a 
land truly “flowing with milk and honey.” The climate was 
highly salubrious. Extensive areas, admirably adapted to the 
Maya system of agriculture, were everywhere available. A rich 
and varied fauna and flora furnished food, clothing, medicine, 
and other useful materials in greatest abundance. The local lime- 
stone was one of the best building materials in all pre-Columbian 
America; not only was it easily quarried with tools of stone and ' 
wood (the only ones at the disposal of the ancient Maya builders), 
but it also hardens on exposure to the elements; further, on burn- 
ing, it easily reduces to lime. Finally, throughout the region there 
are beds of coarse, limey gravel {zahcab, a kind of natural lime 
cement); in short the three essential elements for a primitive, 
durable stone-and-mortar masonry architecture were present: 
easily worked building material, lime, and gravel for making 
mortar. 

These highly favorable environmental factors, coupled with 
the native genius of the ancient Maya, brought about the begin- 
ning of the Maya civilization in what is now the northern central 
section of the Department of Peten, Guatemala, during the fourth 
century of the Christian Era (chapter iii, see pp. 42-44). 

The earliest stone architecture and sculptured stone monu- 
ments are found at the city of Uaxactun (Plate 19), some forty 
miles north of the eastern end of Lake Peten Itza, the oldest 
dates in the Maya hieroglyphic writing now known, going back 
to the first quarter of the fourth century after Christ. 

From this northern central section of Peten, as its center of 
distribution, Maya culture spread during the next two centuries, 
north, east, south, and west, until it had covered the entire Penin- 
sula of Yucatan and the adjacent valleys and northern slopes 
of the Cordillera to the south — the Maya Old Empire, which 
reached its finest flower, its Golden Age, at the cities of Palenque, 
Piedras Negras, and Yaxchilan in the Usumacinta Valley, just 
west of the Department of Peten and in the extreme southeast at 
Copan and Quirigua, during the eighth century of the Christian 
•Erav)'^.’: 


THE PUilN OF THE NORTHERN YUCATAN PENINSULA 

The high Peten forest dianges into the lower, thicker bush of 
the northern half of the peninsula, almost imperceptibly. As one 
goes from south to north, the trees become lower j the giant ma- 
hoganies, sapodillas, Spanish cedars, and ceibas gradually give 
place to lower trees and a very much thicker, thornier under- 
growth (Plate 5, ^), 

Palmetto grows in abundance along the east coast of the penin- 
sula j and, some distance inland behind the coast, there is a long, 
finger-like extension of the high, southern rain forest, containing 
mahogany, Spanish cedar, sapodilla, and other hard woods. This 
latter stand of high forest extends far into the northeastern corner 
of Yucatan. 

The northern half of the peninsula is low and flat ; the humus 
is very shallow, usually not more than a few inches in depth, as 
contrasted with the much greater depth of the Peten soil, which 
is two to three feet deep. Everywhere there are extensive out- 
croppings of the native limestone (Tertiary and Recent) and 
very little or no surface water, few lakes and rivers. 

A low range, not exceeding 300 feet in height, commences at 
Champoton on the west coast of the peninsula, parallels the coast 
as far north as the city of Campeche, runs northeast to the town 
of Maxcanu and then turning southeastward extends to beyond 
Tzuccacab in central northern Yucatan (Plate i). From an air- 
plane this chain of low hills, of uniform height, appears to be an 
old shoreline. Elsewhere it would be insignificant, but rising as it 
does from a low, flat plain, itself not more than 20 or 25 feet 
above sea level, these hills achieve an eflFect of considerable eleva- 
tion, far beyond that warranted by their actual height; they are 
known locally as the (Plate 7, «). 

Only a few lakes and rivers are to be found, the latter being 
little more than creeks. The largest body of water in the northern 
half of the peninsula is Lake Bacalar in southeastern Quintana 
Roo, Mexico, which is 35 miles long but only six or seven wide at 
the widest place. Several other smaller lakes — Chichankanab and 
Payegua are located in the central northern peninsula and five 



still smaller ones at Coba in the northeastern part of the peninsula. 
There are three small rivers — the Champoton on the west coast, 
the Lagartos on the north coast, and the Xelha on the east coast, 
all insignificant, being little more than shallow, narrow arms of 
the sea. 

There are two large bays on the east coast— Ascencion and 
Espiritu Santo — ^both relatively shallow, especially the latter. As 
one approaches the Guatemala border in southern Campeche and 
Quintana Roo, swamps become more and more frequent; these, 
however, largely dry up in the spring, or dry months. The ranges 
of east- and west-running hills grow progressively higher toward 
the south until elevations of i,ooo feet or more are reached in 
northern Peten. 

It will be seen from the foregoing that the northern half of 
the peninsula is unusually dry; indeed the only surface water, 
barring the few lakes and small brackish streams near the coast 
mentioned above, is that afforded by the cenotesy or large nat- 
ural wells; fortunately the latter are fairly numerous, especially 
in the extreme north. The cenotes are natural formations, places 
where the surface limestone has collapsed, exposing the subter- 
ranean water table, which everywhere underlies the northern part 
of the peninsula. Some of these natural wells are two hundred 
feet or more in diameter. Their depth varies according to the 
thickness of the surface strata of limestone where they are located 
(Plate 7, h) . Near the north coast this subterranean water table 
is less than fifteen feet below the ground level, but as one pro- 
ceeds southward the depth of the cenotes below ground level in- 
creases to more than one hundred feet. 

In a country as devoid of surface water as northern Yucatan, 
these cenotes were the principal factor in determining the location 
of the aiicient centers of population. Where there was a cenote, 
there, inevitably, a settlement grew up. The cenotes were the 
principal source of water supply in former times, even as they 
are today. Like oases in a desert they were, in short, the most 
important single factor governing the distribution of the ancient 
population in northern Yucatan. 



It has been pointed out that the physical characteristics of the 
southern and northern halves of the Yucatan Peninsula merge 
imperceptibly, without any abrupt break in either the flora or the 
fauna. The high rain forest in the south gradually gives way to 
lower trees and impenetrable thickets in the north. Most of the 
flora, the economic plants, fruits, and trees, characteristic of the 
southern half of the peninsula, are with but few exceptions also 
foimd in the north j and the same is also true of the mammals, 
birds, and reptiles. Monkeys, however, disappear in the extreme 
north as well as some of the birds and most of the poisonous 
snakes. 

Maya culture would seem to have reached northern Yucatan 
first as early as the beginning of the fifth century of the Christian 
Era, probably by way of the east coast of the peninsula. However, 
these first bearers of the new and richer manner of living found 
the region already occupied by groups of Maya-speaking, agricul- 
tural people to whom the quickening influence of the Maya civil- 
ization had not yet penetrated. The extension of Maya culture to 
the north by groups from the south continued during the fifth, 
sixth, seventh, and eighth centuries, not only by way of the east 
coast but also along the central north-and-south axis of the penin- 
sula and the west coast as well. Throughout this period, however, 
northern Yucatan remained a provincial, peripheral region of the 
Old Empire as compared with the older and original centers of 
the Maya civilization to the south, standing in much the same rela- 
tion to the latter as did Roman Britain to Rome in the early cen- 
turies of the Christian Era. 

We shall see later (in chapter v, pp. 83-90) how, under the 
stimulating influences of the new environment, the Maya recov- 
ered from the cultural decline into which they had fallen in the 
south during the ninth century j and, further, how during the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries they achieved a true renaissance in 
their new homes in northern Yucatan, only to fall into a second 
decay during the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries and to suffer 
final loss of their political independence at the hands of the Span- 
ish at the end of the seventeenth century. 


A UNIQUE LABORATORY FOR THE STUDY OF EARLY 
CIVILIZATIONS 

The whole Maya story was unfolded within the confines of 
the Yucatan Peninsula — origin, rise, florescence/ decline, renais- 
sance, final decay, and collapse, during a period of about two 
thousand years, extending roughly from 3CX) b.c. to a.d. 1700. 
Owing to the almost unequaled isolation of the Maya country 
(Plate i) — surrounded on three sides by vast and, in those days, 
completely unknown bodies of water, and on the fourth by the 
lofty Cordillera, south of which Maya culture never seems to 
have penetrated— the Maya developed their unique civilization 
practically without influence from the outside. Its origin, rise, and 
first florescence in Old Empire times were exclusively due to the 
native genius of the Maya peoples, stimulated and conditioned by 
the fertile, happy environment in which they were fortunate 
enough to have lived. The decline of the Old Empire appears 
to have been brought about by conditions incident to its own 
development, the very price, as it were, of the brilliant Maya 
cultural advance. 

Again in New Empire times, it is true that the Mayan 
Renaissance was chiefly due to the conquest of northern Yucatan 
by Mexican invaders in the; tenth century. Nevertheless the con- 
querors were relatively so few in number that culturally, at least, 
they themselves became so modified by the Maya whom they had 
conquered that the resulting cultural blend was far more Mayan 
than Mexican. 

This whole picture of unique geographic isolation, coupled 
with an outstanding indigenous civilization that developed in a 
region culturally so highly isolated and practically free from all 
alien influences, constitutes perhaps the best laboratory for the 
study of an early civilization to be found anywhere in the world. 



THE PEOPLE 


NUMBER AND DISTRIBUTION OF MAYA-SPEAKING PEOPLES 

THE DIFFERENT TRIBES of Maya-speaking Indians scat- 
tered over the greater part of Guatemala, the extreme western 
part of Honduras, all of British Honduras, and the states of 
Yucatan, Campeche, Chiapas, Tabasco, northern Veracruz, eastern 
San Luis Potosi, and the territory of Quintana Roo, Mexico, 
all together number a little less than two million souls, by far the 
greater part, about 1,400,000 in round numbers, being found in 
Guatemala. 

The Maya linguistic stock has been likened, with some reason, 
to the Romance languages of the Old World — Italian, French, 
Spanish, Portuguese, Catalonian, Languedoc, Rumanian, and Ro- 
mance (Switzerland), which are known to have developed their 
present-day differences from a common tongue, Latin, roughly 
within the past two thousand years. This comparison is by no 
means perfect, however, first, because the period of time involved 
in developing the different languages of the three principal Maya 
linguistic families certainly must have been much longer than two 
thousand years, since the differences between them are far too 
great to have arisen in only two millennia; and, second, because in 
the case of the Maya, we have no such clear indication as to what 
the original Maya language was, no such well-known direct an- 
cestor for it, as we have in the case of the Romance languages, the 
immediate progenitor of which is Latin. 

Nor, indeed, are the special students of the problem in com- 
plete agreement, either as to the number of families into which the 
Maya linguistic stock should be divided, or their present distribu- 
tion. 

However, among those best qualified to judge, there is a con- 



' • siderable body of opinion in favor of an original threefold divi- 

sion of the Maya linguistic stock: (i) the proto-Guatemala-Yu- 
catan family in the southern highlands (Guatemala) and in the 
northern lowlands (the northern half of the Yucatan Peninsula) ; 
(2) the proto-Chiapas family in the highlands of Chiapas with 
northerly lowland extensions in Tabasco, Mexico, and southeast- 
erly lowland extensions across southern Peten, Guatemala, as far 
as western Honduras; and (3) the Huasteca in the northwestern 
lowlands of northern Veracruz and the adjacent foothills of east- 
ern San Luis Potosi. 

This threefold division of the Maya-speaking peoples and 
their present distribution is shown in Table I, where the groups of 
languages composing each family are given, together with the 
region where each language is spoken and the number of indi- 
viduals speaking it, based upon the 1940 census figures for the 
Republics of Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras, and the Crown 
Colony of British Honduras. This same Information is shown 
graphically in the linguistic map in Plate 6. 

Aside from indicating how many Maya-speaking Indians there 
are today, as well as their present distribution, this map together 
with Table I, establishes pretty clearly that the language spoken 
by the Old Empire Maya was some progenitor of the modern 
Mayoid group. 

Old Empire Maya, I believe, developed linguistically in two 
directions; (i) to the north, first as a northern extension of Old 
Empire Maya, and later separating into Itza, Mopan, and other 
late New Empire dialects, and still later into the northern Maya 
dialects of today— Yucatec, Icaiche, and Lacandon of the Chiapas 
lowlands; and (2) to the south as the Choi or Choltf, in the 
southeast as the Chorti, and in the west as the Tzental and Tzotzil 
of the Chiapas highlands, and Chontal of the Tabasco lowlands. 

The Choltf at the time of the Spanish conquest of Peten (late 
seventeenth century) occupied a belt extending from Copan in 
what Is now western Honduras, northwestward across the southern 
half of Peten and the western side of the Usumacinta Valley, that 
is northeastern Chiapas, and northward across Tabasco to the Gulf 



*The figures above for the states of San Luis Potosf, Veracruz, and Tabasco, Mexico, arc onljr approximate, being based on an assumed increase of lo per cent in the population since the 2:930 census, the 
figures for these states corresponding to the 1940 census not yet being available. Also children under five, the deaf* and the dumb arc not included in the figures given for the Republic of Mexico. 
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of Mexico. They were the linguistic connecting link between the • • 

northern half of the peninsula and the southern highlands. At ^7 
the southeastern end of this belt, Cholti is transitional between 
Yucatec Maya through the Mopan to the Chorti In the extreme 
southeast j and at the northwestern end through the Lacandon, 
or true Ghols (historically different from the modern Yucatec- 
speaklng Lacandones of the Chiapas lowlands), Cholti is transi- 
tional between Yucatec Maya and the Tzeltal-Tzotzil dialects 
of the Chiapas highlands. 

As early as the late seventeenth century, however, Father 
Agustin Cano, in speaking of the Chold of southern Peten and 
the Mopan of eastern central Peten, writes that in talking with 
the Mopan people “the Cholti needed an interpreter Again the 
Maya used in a Chontal manuscript of the early seventeenth 
century is so different from the immediately contiguous and con- 
temporaneous Yucatec Maya to the northeast that it is evident 
that a Chontal Indian of this period talking with a contemporary 
Yucatec Maya would have had difficulty in making himself under- 
stood, and vice versa. During the seven hundred years which 
elapsed between the early tenth century, when the Maya Old 
Empire collapsed, and the early seventeenth century — ^the period 
of Father Cano and the Chontal manuscript just mentioned- — 
divergent linguistic evolution had so changed the northern and 
southern dialects spoken by the Old Empire Maya that they had 
become mutually unintelligible} indeed they had become separate 
languages. 

It has been pointed out that the Maya civilization was devel- 
oped by a people speaking a language of the Mayoid group, i.e., 
of the first linguistic family in Table I. Returning to the second 
and third families of the Maya linguistic stock — ^the proto- 
Chiapas-Tabasco and the proto-Huasteca, it will be shown in the 
next chapter that the latter had separated from the original mass 
of Maya-speaking peoplp, living in the southern half of the 
Yucatan Peninsula before some branch of the proto-Guatemala- 
Yucatan-family had developed the Maya civilization. Even the 
differences between the Quichoid and Mayoid groups within the 



same family are such that their very long separation must also be 
assumed, a separation certainly going back to before the beginning 
of the Christian Era 5 that is, to considerably before the develop- 
ment of the Maya civilization by some Mayoid people in central 
Peten during the first three centuries before and after Christ, 

Since we are concerned in this book only with the last, nothing 
further will be said about the proto-Huasteca and the proto- 
Chiapas-Tabasco tribes, the former inhabiting the northern Vera- 
cruz lowlands, and the latter the Tabasco lowlands and adjacent 
Chiapas highlands, both families being in Mexico. 

NATURE OF THE MAYA LANGUAGE 

In Old Empire times (317-987) it is highly probable that 
one language was spoken from the southern highlands, north- 
ward throughout the entire Yucatan Peninsula, possibly with local 
dialectic variations here and there, but fundamentally one fairly 
homogeneous tongue. 

Says A. M. Tozzer in this connection: 

The geographical unity of the Maya speaking peoples is remarkable 
when one takes into consideration the colonies of Nahuatl speaking peo-. 
pies scattered along the Pacific coast of Central America even as far 
south as the Isthmus of Panama. The Mayas seem to have been content to 
remain very much in one place and it is evident that it was not their 
general custom to send out colonies to distant parts of the country. More- 
over the wandering of the Mayas among themselves in the compara- 
tively small territory occupied by them is not shown by investigation to 
have been great. 

Most of the dialects of the Maya seem to have been identified with 
certain localities from the time of the earliest Spanish records down to 
the present. There does not seem to have been that shifting of popula- 
tion which one might naturally expect. The geographical conditions may 
have had something to do with this seeming lack of mingling of the 
people of one dialect with those of another. The peninsula of Yucatan 
is comparatively isolated from the rest of the Maya territory and the 
dialect spoken there is very little changed as far as can be made out from 
the earliest times of which we have records. The various mountain 
ranges in the south often render communication difficult and a moun- 



tain system often separates distinct linguistic differences, as- regards dia-^ 
lects-of.the Maya. ;■ 

During the New Empire (987-1697) considerable modifi- 
cations took place in the Maya language due to the Mexican 
(Nahuati-speaking) invaders of northern Yucatan in the tenth 
centuryy though these modifications probably influenced the Maya 
vocabulary more extensively than its syntax and morphology. 

Tozzer in describing the Maya language writes: 

Maya is a polysynthetic or incorporating language where a pro- 
nominal subject of the verb is always expressed. Maya follows, in gen- 
eral, the same methods of expression as those found in the greater num- 
ber of American languages. From the point of view of lexicography 
it is distinct from any of the other languages spoken in Mexico or Central 
America, . . . . [and] has no affiliation, as far as can be made out, 
with any other language of Mexico or Central America. Some authori- 
ties claim that the Zapotec is nearer akin to Maya than it is to NahuatL 
Maya [however] is morphologically distinct from the latter. 

William Gates, in describing the Maya language, has the 
following to say: 

There are practically no changes of form in its meaningful ele- 
ments of word development, from the basic neutral roots to their most 
involved forms of incorporation; the same union of form and value 
persists from first to last, and the methods of employment are regular 
and consistent, always recognizable— once the primary classification of 
the natural major elements has been reached: the natural nouns, adjec- 
tives, intransitive and then transitive (effect-producing) words of action, 
with their needed connecting particles and prepositions. The final lan- 
guage has all the type of “classicity,” 

Some have claimed that Maya is easier for an English-speak- 
ing person to learn than Spanish, which is much more highly 
declined and conjugated than either Maya or English. 

Finally, Alfredo Barrera Vasquez, our greatest modern au- 
thority on the Maya language, states that during the four cen- 
turies Maya has been in contact with Spanish in Yucatan, it 
has strongly influenced not only the Spanish vocabulary in use 
there but also its lexicography, its morphology, phonetics, and 



• • syntax, whereas, on the other hand, the Spanish spoken in Yuca- 

20 tan has been able to affect the Maya vocabulary only by the addi- 
tion of words thereto not previously known among the Maya. 

While the foregoing observations refer primarily to the Maya 
dialect spoken in the northern half of the Yucatan Peninsula, they 
also apply for the most part to the Maya dialects of the Guate- 
mala and Chiapas highlands — the Quiche, Cakchiquel, Kekchi, 
Pokomchi, Mam, Pocomam, Tzutuhil, Chord, Tzental, and 
Tzotzil. 

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE YUCATAN MAYA 

In attempting to draw a picture of what the ancient Maya 
looked like, to describe their appearance and physical character- 
istics, we have four lines of evidence upon which to draw: (i) 
the modern descendants of the ancient Maya, especially in the 
northern half of the Yucatan Peninsula j (2) representations of 
the ancient Maya, sculptured on their monuments and painted 
in their codices, or hieroglyphic manuscripts, and in their frescoes, 
or on their pottery 5 (3) a few contemporary descriptions by 
Spanish writers of the sixteenth century j and (4) a relatively 
small amount of skeletal material recovered during the course 
of excavations throughout both the Old and New Empire regions. 
Of these four sources by far the most important is the first, the 
modern Maya of Yucatan, many of whom so closely resemble 
the figures on the monuments and in the paintings that they could 
have served as models for them (Plates 8, 9, 10, and ii,a andi>). 

The Maya people compared with ourselves are smaller in 
stature, broader in the shoulders, thicker-chested, with longer 
arms and smaller hands and feet. The average height of the 
men is 5 feet i inch and of the women, 4 feet 8 inches. They are 
one of the broadest-headed peoples in the world. Their cephalic 
index — the ratio of the breadth of the head to its length— is 
much higher than our own— 85.8 for Maya men and 86.8 for 
Maya women, as compared with 79 for American men and 80 
for American women. 

They have better teeth than ourselves j among the modern 
Maya of Yucatan more than 50 per cent of the individuals are 



entirely free from dental decay in their permanent teeth until 
after they are twenty, while among white Americans more than 
half have dental decay in their permanent teeth before they are 
nine and more than 90 per cent before they are fourteen. Again, 
the basal metabolism of the modern Maya is from 5 to 8 per cent 
higher, than that of the average American j and their pulse rate 20 
points lower, 52 as compared to our own average pulse rate of 72. 

The foregoing data as to height, weight, and head-shape 
(cephalic index) as given in Table II are for the Yucatan Maya, 
but figures are also available (except for weights) for some of the 
other Maya tribes — the Choi, Chontal (Plate 12, a and ^), Tzen- 
tal, Tzotzil (Plate 13), and Huasteca (Plate 12, ^ and d). These 
will be found in Table II, where for comparative purposes the 
average heights, weights, and head-shapes of Pueblo and Plains 
Indians, American Caucasians, and Negroes are also included. 

In color the Maya are a warm copper-brown, the women on 
the whole being slightly darker than the menj this darker pig- 
mentation of the women is seen not only in the color of the skin 
but also in the color of the eyes, which latter vary from dark 
brown to black. The hair of both the men and the women is 
straight, black to dark brown in color, and rather coarse, that of 
the women being generally lighter than that of the men. The 
Maya are not a hairy people. The men either have no beards 
and moustaches at all, or only very meager, sparse ones, while 
other parts of the body have less hair than in the case of American 
whites. Indeed, beards and moustaches were held in such little 
esteem by the Maya in ancient times that Maya mothers burned 
the faces of their young sons with hot cloths in order to keep their 
beards from growing, or even plucked out the individual hairs 
with a small tool something like pincers. Notwithstanding this 
practice, however, there is plenty of evidence both from the sculp- 
tures and the painted pottery of the Old Empire that beards, 
something like modern goatees, though longer, were worn 5 it has 
been suggested that the bearded figures in the Old Empire reliefs 
were confined to the upper classes, the lower classes only being 
beardless. 
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Three other physical characteristics of the modern Maya • 
strongly suggest the original northeastern Asiatic origin of the 23 
Maya race, as indeed that of all American Indians: (i) the epi- 
canthic eye fold; (2) the Mongolian spot; and (3) the line- 
patterns in the palms of the hands. The epicanthic fold is an 
internal fold of the eye which is very characteristic of eastern 
Asiatics; it is also very common among the modern Maya of 
Yucatan, being found more often in women than in men (Plate 
9, c), and, judging by its frequency in representations of the face 
in both Old and New Empire sculptures and paintings, it must 
also have been a prevalent characteristic in ancient times. 

The Mongolian -spot, as its name implies, is an almost uni- 
versal physical characteristic of the Mongoloid peoples of eastern 
Asia. It is an irregular-shaped spot located at the base of the 
spine, varying in size from a dime to a dinner plate, more often 
nearer the former than the latter, bluish to purple in color, but 
fading to a slaty shade as it gradually disappears. It is present 
at birth in both sexes but disappears in most cases before the tenth 
year is reached. It is found throughout eastern Asia, and is very 
common among Maya babies of northern Yucatan today, as pre- 
sumably it also was in ancient times. 

The patterns of certain lines in the palms of the hands of 
both modern Maya and Chinese so doseiy resemble each other 
as to indicate a remarkable degree of racial similarity between 
the two peoples. 

Again the Maya of northern Yucatan occasionally have eyes 
which are placed somewhat obliquely. This feature, with the 
epicanthic fold, the Mongolian spot, the black, straight, coarse 
hair, and the copper-colored skin, verging toward yellow-brown 
in the lighter Indians, all combine to give many of the Maya a 
definite east-Asiatic appearance. 

Although infant mortality is very high among the Maya, 
about 70 per cent of all children born alive dying before they 
reach the age of five, the adult Maya is strong and robust and 
not given to sickness. If the death rate among Maya children 
is high, so also is their birth rate correspondingly high, very much 



higher, in fact, than with us. For example, the average birth rate 
in the United States for 1935 was 16.9 births per thousand of 
the entire population, while in Yucatan for the same year three 
representative, small Indian villages had an average birth rate of 
57 .4 per thousand, or three and a third times that of the United 
States for the same year. This exceedingly high birth rate is 
almost equaled by the high infant mortality— as noted above— 
and even by a fairly high adult mortality. In a study of the 
deaths of 605 Indians in northern Yucatan whose corresponding 
birth dates were also, known, 68.8 per cent of the group died 
before they were 5 years old 5 7.9 per cent died between 5 and 15, 
and the average age at death of the remaining 22.3 per cent was 
only 38J4 years. In another Indian village a census taken in 
1933 showed 36 per cent of the population died under lO years of 
age, 70 per cent under 25, and 90 per cent before the age of 40. 

In spite of the high infant mortality, however, the population 
of the native village! of Yucatan today presents a relatively 
youthful appearance due to the above-indicated high adult mor- 
tality. Three Indian villages between 1933 and 1937 showed 
an adult death rate of 26.4, 27.5, and 34.2, respectively, per 
thousand, as compared with the death rate in the United States of 
fewer than half that number per thousand for the same year. 

Maya girls of today marry at the average age of 16% years 
and Maya youths at the average age of 2 1 years, though Bishop 
Diego de Landa says, “In olden times they married when they 
were twenty years oldj but now they marry at twelve or four- 
teen.” The average Maya girl has her first child when she has 
been married a little over a year (at the age of 1 8 years) and she 
continues bearing for about i8j4 years thereafter, her last child 
being born when she is about 36 j 4 years old. The average Maya 
woman bears between 7 and 9 children, but succeeds in raising 
fewer than half of them, the average family consisting of only 
3.7 children. These various figures indicate that, in spite of the 
high rate of infant mortality, the Indian population continues 
to grow, since Maya women are exceedingly fertile and the race, 
generally speaking, is healthy. 



Marriage, or at least fairly durable extramarital relationship, • 
is the overwhelming rule in modern Indian villages in Yucatan. ^5 
In one Indian settlement where a record of the civil status of 70 
adult women was kept for eight years, only 4 were found to have 
remained unmarried, while in the same village there was not one 
man over 25 who was not either married or a widower living with 
a woman without benefit of clergy. Marriage, or some equally 
stable though less legal type of union, is the almost universal 
rule, and exceptions to it are as rare as the foregoing figures 
indicate. 

Unfortunately no such close studies of other Maya groups 
have been made as those undertaken by Dr. Morris Steggerda, 
formerly of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, among the 
Maya of northern Yucatan; but, judging from general appear- 
ance, the highland Maya have a redder and more shiny skin than 
the Yucatan Maya, and biologically they seem to be of somewhat 
purer strain; that is they show less non-Maya admixture. How- 
ever, judged by such basic criteria as stature, color, head-shape, 
and hair, all Maya-speaking groups would seem to have sprung 
originally from the same common ancestral stock. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
YUCATAN MAYA 

The Maya of Yucatan are inherently active, energetic, and 
hard working-all on a diet so low in proteins that an American 
laborer could not even exist on it. Indeed the average Maya’s 
protein intake from all sources is only one-sixth of a pound per 
day. Seventy-five to eighty-five per cent of everything he eats is 
carbohydrates — ^maize in one form or another, mostly as tortillas, 
an unleavened baked corncake about the size of a pancake, and 
to a much lesser extent as two beverages called fozole and atole 
also both made of corn (pp. 200, 201). The average daily Maya 
diet contains only 2,565 calories as compared with our own aver- 
age daily caloric intake of 3,500. 

On this diet, which from our point of view is highly unbal- 
anced and protein-defident, the andent Maya found energy to 



• • build the many pyramids, temples, and palaces which everywhere 

26 characterize their great ceremonial centers; on this diet the Maya 
of the Spanish Colonial Period drew strength to construct the 
great Catholic churches and monasteries of Yucatan with their 
massive masonry walls, one at least for every village; and finally 
on this same monotonous, protein-deficient diet, the Maya of 
today, working in the hemp (sisal) plantations, raise the fiber 
from which the binder-twine of the American farmer is made. 
Thus the Maya would always seem to have been inherently in- 
dustrious and hard working — not only during the Old and New 
Empires but also throughout the Spanish Colonial Period and 
even down to the present day. 

As to cleanliness and neatness, the Maya present a curious 
contradiction. So far as their persons and clothing are concerned 
they are scrupulously clean, every man, woman, and child bathing 
at least once a day, and sometimes twice. When the man of the 
family returns home from work in the cornfield, his wife has a 
hot bath ready for him. Indeed failure on her part so to do, 
under Spanish colonial law, gave her husband the right to beat 
her. As none of the houses outside the few towns has running 
water, or pumps of any kind, all water has to be carried in 
earthen water jugs, galvanized iron pails, or reused 5-gallon 
gasoline tins from the nearest well or where it has to be 

raised by the old-fashioned bucket-and-rope method, sometimes 
for as much as a hundred feet. And yet the Maya are always 
bathing; their devotion to personal cleanliness, which also ex- 
tends to their clothing, is almost fanatical. 

However, when it comes to their thatch-roofed, single- 
roomed houses, they are far from clean and orderly. Chickens, 
turkeys, dogs, goats, and pigs roam the house at will, leaving their 
droppings everywhere. Outside, in the yard, broken dishes, 
cracked pots, bent pans lie about for years just where they were 
discarded, all of which lends an air of untidiness and disorder to 
most Maya homes, inside as well as outside. And yet even in spite 
of this disorder, the Maya housewife cleans house daily and even 
sweeps the dirt street in front of her home for good measure. 



Some foreigners who have visited Yucatan have thought the 
Maya cruel, especially toward animals; but, after long residence 
among them, I have reached the conclusion that they are not so 
deliberately cruel as they are insensitive to sufiFering, not only in 
others but also in themselves. They are stoical under pain, and 
when they see it in others, especially in animals, they are cor- 
respondingly indifferent. They will let their dogs slowly starve 
to death, and yet they would no more think of killing them out- 
right than it would occur to them that speedy death would be 
kinder than the torture of slow starvation. This latter trait, how- 
ever, may possibly be due to the Christian precept against taking 
life. I once asked a servant to drown a litter of kittens, but the 
boy replied, “I could not do that, but I will take them out into 
the bush, a long way from the hacienda, and leave them there 
to die.” So long as he had not killed them himself, how they 
met their death was no concern of his; if they died in the bush, 
as they surely would, it was an act of God — no fault of the boy. 

The Maya are fundamentally conservative and unprogressive; 
indeed they have even succeeded in preserving their own language 
in the face of four centuries of Spanish domination, so that today 
the business of the hemp plantations and the affairs of everyday 
life in all the smaller towns and villages throughout Yucatan are 
conducted in the Maya language and not in Spanish. 

Maya dress, especially that of the women has not changed 
appreciably in hundreds of years, not since long before the Spanish 
Conquest. Their pottery, weaving, and cross-stitch embroidery 
have remained much the same throughout Maya history. But 
of recent years, under the crushing impact of the machine age 
and its time-saving, convenient devices, Maya conservatism has 
at last begun to give ground. The automobile and the bicycle 
have captured the larger cities and towns, and hand-operated 
corn-grinders are everywhere replacing the old stone grinders; 
even in the smaller villages motor-driven mills are now in gen- 
eral use for grinding corn. Radios are beginning to appear, sewing 
machines and phonographs are common, and even a few electric 
lights in the homes of the well-to-do of the smaller towns, most 



• • of which can boast of electric-light plants. Most villages have a 
28 •vsreekly or semiweekly movie, and co-operative movements are 
being organized; in short, the Maya are losing their conservatism. 

They are a happy, talkative, sociable people much more given 
to communal activities than are the Navajo Indians in the south- 
western United States, for example. They love to laugh, joke, 
and talk; they are good-natured, trusting, unselfish, considerate 
of the rights of others, and have a strong sense of justice. They 
are courteous and friendly to strangers, thus bearing out Bishop 
Landa’s estimate of them made nearly four hundred years ago: 

The Yucatecans are very generous and hospitable; since no one may 
enter their houses without being offered food and drink, of what they 
may have had during the day, or in the evening. And if they have none, 
they seek it from a neighbor; and if they come together on the roads, 
all join in sharing, even if little remains for themselves. 

The Maya of today show little aptitude for leadership and, 
generally speaking, are disinclined to assume administrative 
responsibility. This seems strange in view of the high quality of 
leadership they surely enjoyed in ancient times, as indicated by 
the great ceremonial centers of both the Old and New Empires. 
It is probable, however, that, when the Maya civilization was in 
its heyday, leadership and administrative functions were confined 
exclusively to the nobility and the priesthood; the common folk 
were little more than hewers of wood and drawers of water — 
essentially a peasant-artisan laboring class, whose industry and 
toil, it is true, built the great pyramids, temples, and palaces, but 
always under the direction of the civil and religious authorities. 
And it was precisely upon these two classes — the nobility and the 
priesthood — ^that the greatest impact of the Spanish Conquest 
fell. The Spanish military authorities immediately stripped the 
native rulers and nobility of all effective political power, and the 
Catholic clergy speedily replaced the native priesthood, so that 
soon there were but few Maya leaders left. And yet one finds an 
occasional exception among the modern Maya; for example, one 
of my closest Maya friends, Don Eustaquio Ceme of Chankom, 
is an Indian leader of outstanding ability. Chankom is a little 



Indian village o£ only four or five hundred souls, and were it not 
for the personal qualities of Don Eustaquio it would be like scores 
of other similar Indian villages in Yucatan. But the indomitable 
energy, administrative ability, and civic pride of this one man 
alone have made Chankom the most progressive community of its 
size in the whole state of Yucatan; all its municipal improvements 
— ^schoolhouse, town hall, stone houses in place of the usual 
thatched ones, several of them even of two stories, this last a 
great achievement in the smaller villages — ^are all due to his 
leadership and driving force alone. In ancient times he surely 
would have been an outstanding figure, playing his role on a much 
larger stage. 

Although the modern Maya are generally retiring in nature, 
shunning rather than seeking civic responsibility, they are pro- 
nounced individualists and extremely independent. Children 
early learn to make their own decisions, and their parents respect 
their individual rights. In making annual series of anthropometric 
measurements of groups of Maya children in Yucatan the scien- 
tists of the Carnegie Institution invariably found it necessary to 
seek each child’s permission anew, each year, in order to measure 
him or her as the case might be. Each child was paid the equiva- 
lent of ten cents in American money for permitting himself or 
herself to be measured; but, in spite of their poverty and with Idle 
time to burn, their strong sense of individual independence de- 
manded that they should not grant the request too readily. 

The competitive spirit among the modern Maya is not strongly 
developed. Even as children their games are noncompetitive, and 
as adults they seem to be singularly without desire to excel. They 
are content to be small corn-farmers, raising sufficient food for 
the needs of their families and a little more to trade for such few 
articles as they cannot themselves produce — cotton-cloth, gun- 
powder and shot, cheap perfume, soap, and a few personal trin- 
kets — or even less ambitiously they work in the great hemp plan- 
tations for little more than subsistence wages. A few of the more 
able, perhaps descendants of the ancient nobility and priesthood, 
accumulate a few cattle, horses, pigs, goats, turkeys, and chickens. 


• • and even rise to the higher social status of being small store- 

s' keepers in their villages, but beyond these humble pursuits the 
modern Maya do not aspire. 

The Maya have a strong respect for law and a keen sense of 
justice. Among the semi-independent native groups of Quintana 
Roo— the Santa Cruz Maya for example — there is an unusually 
high conception of justice. The only punishment among these 
Indians is the azote or bastinado, which is administered with con- 
siderable humanity, since in the case of a heavy sentence, say of 
one hundred lashes, the culprit receives only twenty-five on each 
of four consecutive mornings. And here is where judicial pro- 
cedure among the Santa Cruz Maya differs from our own. The 
sentenced man is not kept in prison between successive lashings; 
on the contrary he is allowed to be at large, but the responsibility 
of presenting himself for punishment each morning rests solely 
upon his own shoulders. No police nor any other villager is sent 
out to look for him and bring him in to receive his daily punish- 
ment. The guilty man of his own accord must present himself 
to receive his twenty-five daily lashes. And if he fails to do so, 
if he is not present at the jail at the time appointed for him to be 
flogged, the whole community regards him as an outlaw, a fugi- 
tive from justice, a social outcast, and, further still, any member 
of the community may kill him at sight without being punished 
therefor. He is a public enemy and consequently his life is re- 
garded as forfeit to the community. 

The Maya are not quarrelsome even when intoxicated, though 
if they have been wronged they harbor resentment and bide their 
time for revenge. It will be seen in chapter v how the Cocora, 
the ruling house of Mayapan, cherished a feud against the Xiu 
family of Mani for close on to a century, and how Nachi Cocom, 
the great-grandson of the last Cocom ruler at Mayapan, took 
wholesale revenge on Ah Dzun Xiu, the Mani ruler of his day, 
because the latter’s great-grandfather had slain Nachi Cocom’s 
great-grandfather ninety-five years before. Disputes among the 
Maya of today are chiefly due to domestic troubles — infidelity on 
the part of the husband or wife, and damage to a man’s crops by 


the livestock of another. Although in rare cases a husband may • 
kill the paramour of his adulterous wife, more often he either 3^ 
pardons her and takes her back or allows her to go off with the 
other man. Injury to crops by livestock, however, is a more seri- 
ous matter. The owner of the animals is obliged to pay for the 
damage done. 

As a people the Maya are unusually honest. Petty thieving 
among them is almost unknown, and houses are left unlocked 
most of the time. Very rarely does one Indian steal corn from 
another, as though some ancient but powerful taboo operated 
against such knavery. This is true in spite of the fact that easy 
opportunities to steal corn are ever present, since the never- 
guarded cornfields more often than not are located several miles 
from the nearest village. Says one writer in this connection, “Men 
who steal from corn-fields are killed by the guardian-spirits of the 
fields and these beliefs are the real locks on the open granaries 
in the distant bush.” 

Nor are the modern Maya given to begging. During the sev- 
enteen years the Carnegie Institution carried on archaeological 
investigations at Chichen Itza, a free medical clinic was maintained 
for Indians of the surrounding region, medicines being distributed 
among them without charge. Although the Indians from long 
experience came to know that this service was free, invariably 
after receiving treatment and medicines at the clinic they offered 
to pay for the same, and, when payment was refused, the next time 
they visited Chichen Itza they would bring gifts of food, chickens, 
eggs, deer meat, and native embroideries. There seemed to be a 
deep-felt desire not to accept something for nothing, but rather 
to repay an obligation in some way. 

All foreigners agree that the modern Maya have a keen sense 
of humor, practical jokes being considered by far the most amus- 
ing. A boy will strike another an unexpected blow behind the 
knee, causing him to f^ll. During the archaeological excavations 
of the Carnegie Institution at Chichen Itza, an absent-minded 
wheelbarrow boy would find his barrow quickly overloaded by 
the other Indians if he were not on the watch. A well-vouched- 


for story is told of a Maya family, who, having assembled for the 
funeral of one of its members, was plunged into laughter and 
hilarity when a bat flew into the death-room. The Maya are a 
cheerful, joking, fun-loving lot, whose friendly, sunny disposi- 
tions have been admired by all foreigners who come in contact 
with them. Maya family ties are very strong, although among 
adults outward demonstrations of affection, such as kissing and 
embracing, are rare. Affection between man and wife is shown 
by each carrying out his or her respective duties in the home. With 
their children, however, they are much more demonstrative; 
Maya mothers fondle their babies, talk affectionate baby talk to 
them, and very rarely punish them physically. Children are 
trained more by their own desire to conform with established 
social practices than by disciplinary measures. When physical pun- 
ishment has to be administered, however, it is the mother and not 
the father who does it. The older children not only take care of 
their younger brothers and sisters but also have authority over 
them. Respect for older members of the family by the younger 
members is deeply ingrained. The father is the undisputed head 
of his family and nothing is done without his approval, though 
respect for the mother is almost equally pronounced. This respect 
for elders goes straight back to ancient times, for Bishop Landa in 
writing of the Maya of the sixteenth century says: 

The young men respected the elders highly, and took their counsels, 
and tried to pass as mature themselves. The elders said to the younger 
ones that since they had seen more, what they said should be believed, 
so that if the youths heeded their counsels, the elders would credit them 
more. So much respect was given to the elders that the youths did not 
mingle with them, except in cases of necessity such as when they were 
married; and with married men they mingled very little. 

I well remember a native marriage which my wife and I 
attended some years ago that well illustrates this point; indeed, 
we had been asked to act as godparents of the young Maya couple 
who were being married. The wedding was held in a long, nar- 
row room with a dirt floor. A plain, deal table at one end, dec- 
orated with paper flowers, colored calendars, and colored adver- 



tisements of flowers, dresses, carpets, etc., from the catalogues of • 
American mail-order houses, served as the altar. As part of the 33 
wedding ceremony, the Catholic priest who officiated delivered 
an eloquent homily in Maya, exhorting the newly-married pair 
to bring up their children in the True Faith, and that whenever 
any differences of opinion arose between them and their children, 
to remember that the parents were always right. To this advice 
two little Maya boys, perhaps eight or ten years old, who squatted 
on their haunches down in the front row, whispered to each other, 
“That isn’t so.” Whereupon the priest, who overheard the remark, 
stopped the wedding sermon and, walking over to where the boys 
squatted on the ground, shook his finger at them and for five 
minutes angrily harangued them in Maya, the text, refrain, and 
theme song of what he said being “And it’s bad little boys just like 
you that I am talking about!” 

Sex is of only moderate importance in the lives of the Maya. 

One writer states that “both men and women are singularly lack- 
ing in sex instinct.” Bishop Landa remarks upon the extreme 
modesty of the Maya women at the time of the Conquest: “The 
women were accustomed to turn their shoulders to the men in 
passing them, and of turning aside that they might pass j and the 
same, when they gave them to drink, until they had finished.” 

Landa also says that in his day men and women did not eat 
together : “The men are not accustomed to eat with the women 
but by themselves upon the ground, or at most upon a mat which 
takes the place of a table.” This curious custom persists even 
down to the present day, since Maya women and girls, except in 
very rare instances, do not eat with their respective menfolk — 
their husbands, fathers, sons, and brothers. The men eat first, 
being served by the women, and later the women of the family 
eat together by themselves j though whether this custom had its 
origin in sex modesty cannot now be determined. Modesty as 
such, in small children, is confined exclusively to the little girls, 
who have to wear huifiles (the Maya woman’s dress) from birth, 
while their little brothers up tp the age of six and even older are 
allowed to play about the house and yard stark naked. 



* • Sexual promiscuity among married women, and indeed among 
34 unmarried girls, is not uncommon. The former is not regarded 
with particular disapproval, except by the jealous husband, while 
the unmarried girl with one or more illegitimate children has 
no more difficulty in finding a mate than have her more virtu- 
ous sisters. Prostitution, however, is uncommon, as it must always 
be where sexual intercourse is not difficult to obtain. Truth is 
that the Maya, though not particularly highly sexed, find easy 
satisfaction of the sex impulse through normal noncommercial 
relations. Most boys are usually introduced to sex life by older 
women, or by widows, while young girls have their first sex expe- 
rience with their youthful lovers. Incest, though very rare, occurs 
from time to time, usually as between father and daughter. 

The modern Maya are not particularly religious and most of 
the men may be said to be definitely irreligious except for lip 
service to certain forms of the church. At present Christian wor- 
ship is carried on almost exclusively by the women, though in 
ancient times religion was largely an affair of the men. Although 
practically all children are baptized, and usually with the name 
of the Catholic saint corresponding to the day of their birth (in 
four out of five cases), few receive additional instruction in the 
tenets of the Church because of the present scarcity of priests in 
the smaller villages, and hence the great majority know very little 
about the real meaning and significance of Christianity. 

The Maya are definitely fatalistic. They have no fear of 
death at all. What will come, will come. Old people of both 
sexes have been known to announce that the time had come for 
them to die and, though not even ill, they have lain down in 
their hammocks and quietly passed away. 

In ancient times, at least judging from the multitude of relig- , 
ious buildings, temples, and monasteries which crowd the great 
ceremonial centers of both the Old and New Empires, religion 
must have played a role of supreme importance in the lives of 
the Maya of that day (chapter xi), but at the present time church 
congregations are made up almost exclusively of women, with 
only a scattering of men. 



If they are not religious, however, all Maya, both men and 
women, are intensely superstitious. Countless superstitions, many 
of them doubtless fragmentary survivals of the ancient Maya 
religion intermixed with Spanish medieval folkdore, dictate many 
acts of everyday life. A few of these will suffice to illustrate the 
wide range of these folk beliefs. Many dreams and omens are 
regarded as sure forerunners of death: If one dreams that he is 
floating on air, or that he is having a tooth pulled and is suffering 
intense pain, a member of his immediate family will diej if, in 
the dream, the suffering is only slight, only a less close relative 
will diej to dream of red tomatoes signifies a baby will die; to 
dream about a black bull trying to push its way into your home, 
or to dream of breaking a water jug indicates that a member of 
your family will die. 

The Maya believe that if a person sees a green snake with red 
eyes, or an unusually large or unusually small hen’s egg, or if he 
hears the hoot of an owl, misfortune will surely befall him. 

Sickness is caused by dwarfs, for whom gourds, filled with 
food, are placed in the doorway of the house, one for each mem- 
ber of the family, in order to prevent an epidemic. If one gives 
away embers of burning wood, one’s turkeys will die. Eggs set 
on Fridays will not hatch. This latter belief is suggestive of the 
bad luck attending Fridays throughout Christian countries, Fri- 
day having been the day of the Crucifixion. 

There are many weather superstitions. Thin corn-husks indi- 
cate a mild winter; thick ones a cold winter. If a swallow flies low, 
it will rain ; if high, it will be clear. Cicadas are honored weather 
prophets among the Maya. If one variety called choch chirps for 
a long time, it will rain; if another called chifk-tin chirps con- 
tinually, it will be dry. Often the time for the important agri- 
cultural activity of burning the cornfield (chapter viii, pp. 144- 
46) is determined by the chirping of these little insects. 

Evil winds take on the form of animals, and individuals struck 
by them will die. If a match drops on the floor and continues to 
burn, it is a sign of good luck; if it burns to the end, the person 
who dropped it will have a long life. 



The household broom holds destiny in its humble mission. 
Sweeping across the foot of a boy indicates he will marry an old 
woman j across the foot of a girl that she will marry an old man. 
Sweeping out a house at night will make one poor, and putting a 
broom behind the door will hasten the departure of a tiresome 
guest by causing him or her to desire to relieve him- or herself. 

The hunter has many difficulties to contend with. If he sells 
either the head, liver, or stomach of a deer he has killed, he will 
have bad luck in hunting in the future, and should he dare to sell 
the paunch, he will never be able to kill another. To bring bad 
luck to a hunter, one only has to buy meat from him and throw 
the bones into a cenote. The Maya believe there is a king-deer in 
the bush, with a wasp’s nest between his horns called the zify if a 
hunter should be so unfortunate as to kill this particular deer, he 
would die immediately. 

The following signs indicate that visitors are coming; an 
oriole singing, a dragonfly coming into the house, a butterfly flying 
high, a cat washing its fage, or a fire hissing. 

The Maya, from most ancient times, have lived under the 
influence of lucky and unlucky days, and the modern Maya con- 
tinue to follow in their forefathers’ footsteps in this respect, with 
this difference: that the seven days of the Christian week have 
replaced the 260 days of the ancient tzolkin or sacred divinatory 
year. Now, Tuesdays and Fridays are considered unlucky, Mon- 
days and Saturdays lucky. Marriages are usually celebrated on 
Mondays; Saturdays are considered lucky days on which to buy 
lottery tickets. 

Again the Maya have always venerated numbers. Nine is, 
and always has been, especially lucky, perhaps because of its 
association with the nine steps leading to the ancient Maya heaven, 
and perhaps because of its having been the number of the Nine 
Gods of the Maya Underworld, one of the most important groups 
of deities in the ancient Maya pantheon (chapter xi, pp. 231-33). 
If a centipede is found on Tuesday it must be cut into nine pieces 
in order to bring good luck. If a green snake is seen, it will cause 
one’s death within the year, unless it is caught and cut into nine 


pieces. Whooping-cough may be cured by hanging gourds of fresh * * 

aioU (chapter X, p. 201) in the doorway for nine successive days, 37 
and on the morning of the ninth day the aioU must be shared with 
one’s friends. Nine kernels of ground corn applied to granulated 
eyelids will cure them; skin troubles may be relieved with a brew 
of nine pieces of fish skin, nine pieces of corn cob, and nine small 
pebbles; and there are many other lucky practices involving the 
use of nine objects, or of performing some specific act nine times, 
as in the ceremony described in chapter xi. 

Thirteen is another lucky Maya number, perhaps because of 
its important function in the ancient Maya calendar and perhaps 
also because it was the number of the Thirteen Gods of the Maya 
Upper World (chapter xii, p. 23 1 ) . The use of thirteen as a lucky 
number, however, seems to be confined chiefly to religious ceremo- 
nies, as for example when offerings of thirteen loaves of bread, 
thirteen bowls of food, and thirteen cakes made of thirteen layers 
of bean-paste and tortillas are prepared for a ceremony. 

It will be seen from the foregoing that more Maya supersti- 
tions have an unpleasant than a pleasant connotation. Many more 
things, it would seem, are thought to bring bad luck than good 
luck. In spite of their cheery, happy natures the Maya have a 
sad and ever-present fatalistic strain, perhaps the heritage of their 
pagan past, where death by sacrifice was common and more of 
their gods were hostile than friendly. 

Concerning the general intelligence of the Maya, opinions 
differ. Some white observers believe them to be very bright; 
many more including myself classify them as fairly bright; others 
as average, and a few only as rather dull; no foreigner, it is to be 
noted, ever regards them as downright stupid. They are not in- 
ventive, however, but are content to follow the same pattern of 
living as did their ancestors; Their memory is considered very 
good by foreigners and their powers of observation, especially in 
the bush, are excellent, their sharp eyes missing little that hap- 
pens on either side of the trail. Finally, they are rather imagina- 
tive and have a fair sense of beauty, which latter, however, was 
probably more highly developed in ancient times than it is today. 



THE ORIGIN OP THE MAYA <IVILIZATION 


THE THREE PRINCIPAL EPOCHS OF PENINSULAR HISTORY 

A SUMMARY of Maya history will be found in Table III, with 
corresponding dates in both Maya and Christian chronologies and 
the accompanying ceramic and architectural phases. It will be 
seen from this table that Maya history may be divided into three 
general epochs: (i) Pre-Maya, extending from about 3000 B.c. 
in round numbers to a.d. 3175 (2) Maya Old Empire from a.d. 
317 to 987; and (3) Maya New Empire from 987 to 16975 
further, that each of these epochs may again be divided into three 
subdivisions: Pre^Maya I, II, and III ; Old Empire I, II, and III; 
and New Empire I, II, and III. (See Table III following p. 40.) 

THE MAYA CIVILIZATION DEFINED 

We have seen in the first chapter that Maya civilization was 
based primarily upon agriculture, chiefly as applied to the cultiva- 
tion of Indian corn, or maize. It was further stated there, and 
will be more fully explained in the eighth chapter (pp. 137-40), 
that agriculture in the Americas probably originated in the high- 
lands of western Guatemala but at a date several thousand years 
before the beginning of the Maya civilization in the lowlands of 
Peten. 

As used throughout this book the term '‘Maya civilization” is 
applied exclusively to that ancient American culture which had 
as its two principal material manifestations a unique hieroglyphic 
writing and chronology, and, so far as North America is concerned, 
an also equally unique stone architecture, involving the use of cor- 
beled-stone roof-vaults (pp. 345-47). Wherever these two cul- 
tural traits are found together in the Middle American region, 
that is to say in southern Mexico and northern Central America 
— ^and in this region they practically never occur separately — . 



there the Maya civilization, as defined here, flourished. Conversely 
wherever neither of these traits is found, even though the lan- 
guage spoken by the local Indians is one or other of the several 
Maya dialects, such regions are not here considered as having 
formed parts of the Maya culture area. 

THE PROBLEM OF THE HUASTECA INDIANS 

We have already seen an example of this latter condition in 
chapter ii, in the. case of the Huasteca Indians of eastern San 
Luis Potosi and northern Veracruz, Mexico. The Huasteca speak 
a language definitely of the Maya linguistic family, and physi- 
cally closely resemble the Maya of Yucatan, yet careful study of 
the archaeological remains of the Huasteca region has failed to 
uncover the slightest evidence that they ever knew any form of 
hieroglyphic writing, or ever made use of corbeled-stone roof- 
vaulting in their architecture. Linguistically, and probably physi- 
cally as well, they are and were Maya, but culturally they were 
something different, the level of their civilization being far 
below that enjoyed by their distant southeastern relatives of the 
Yucatan Peninsula. 

And yet, in considering the origin of Maya civilization, the 
Huasteca may not be entirely overlooked, even though their con- 
tribution thereto was purely negative. It was shown in chapter ii 
that the region occupied by the Huasteca is a good three hundred 
miles northwest of the next nearest Maya-speaking group, namely 
the Chontal of Tabasco j further, that all other Maya-speaking 
groups except the Huasteca are contiguous one to another — only 
the Huasteca lies off by itself, separated from the other linguisti- 
cally related groups by Totonac- and Nahuatl-speaking peoples 
in central and southern Veracruz (Plate 6). 

This condition, coupled with the fact that the Maya-speaking, 
Maya-appearing Huasteca never shared with the Maya of the 
Yucatan Peninsula the latter’s unique culture, clearly indicates 
that the Huasteca became separated from their other Maya 
cousins sometime before the latter had developed the highly 
distinctive civilization which later came to characterize them. 


• • • 
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' • • There are, indeed, some indications that the Veracruz coast 
4® plain was originally occupied by peoples who spoke some form of 
Maya, though now this region is occupied by Tononac- and 
Nahuatl-speaking peoples. The probable explanation of this con- 
dition is that possibly as much as two or three thousand years ago 
Nahuatl-speaking peoples, formerly living in central Mexico, 
either moved or w^ere pushed eastward from these positions to the 
Gulf Coast by pressure of other tribes, who at that time lived to 
the north and northwest of them, until these emigrants from cen- 
tral Mexico had driven a Nahuatl linguistic wedge between the 
great mass of the Maya-speaking peoples to the southeast and a 
single Maya-speaking group — the Huasteca — to the northwest 
(Plate 6). 

If the time element in the foregoing picture is approximately 
correct, the Maya civilization — or, better, those cultural elements 
which led up to it — had their beginnings between two and three 
thousand years ago, roughly sometime during the first millennium 
before Christ, probably nearer the later than the earlier limit. 

THE TRES Z.\POTES AND EL BAUL MONUMENTS AND 
THE TUXTLA STATUETTE 

As to where the Maya civilization had its beginnings there 
are two different schools of thought: one that believes it origi- 
nated somewhere on the coast plain of the state of Veracruz, 
Mexico; and another, to which I subscribe, that holds it originated 
somewhere near the region where its oldest remains have been 
discovered, namely near the ancient cities of Tikal and Uaxactun 
in the northern central part of the Department of Peten, Guate- 
mala. 

There are, however, a few scattering dates which, ij accepted, 
at their face values, are considerably earlier than either the Leyden 
Plate or Stela 9 at Uaxactun, which present the two earliest- 
known certain Maya dates. These doubtful, and indeed disputed, 
possibly earlier dates are by no means clear, however; they 
create a situation such as would arise if we were to find a Gothic 
cathedral dating from 1000 b.c., or a skyscraper with the year 



TABLE III 

The Three Principal Epochs of Maya History, Their Respective Subdivisions, and 
Associated Ceramic AND Architectural Phases 





1492 carved on its corresponding cornerstone — obvious anachro- • • • 
nisms. These few scattering dates are only apfarently very early, 4 ^ 

I believe, all of them having actually been carved at much later 
dates than they appear to represent. 

There are three of these pseudo-early monuments: Stela C 
at Tres Zapotes in southern Veracruz, Mexico (Plate 14, c) j 
Stela I at El Baul in the highlands of Guatemala (Plate 14, ^')} 
and the Tuxtla Statuette, also from southern Veracruz, Mexico 
(Plate 14, a). The earliest (?) of these three dates is on the monu- 
ment from Tres Zapotes and is alleged to read 7. 16. 16. 16. 18 of 
the Maya Era, or 21^ B.c.j next is that on the El Baul monument 
7.19.7.8.12, or A.D. 295 and the last is that on the jade figurine 
from San Andres Tuxtla — 8.6.4.2.17 or a.d. 162. 

But none of these decipherments it should be warned at the 
outset is certain, perhaps not even probable. In the case of the 
Tres Zapotes monument, the first number at the left, 7, which 
makes it so unbelievably early, is entirely missing in the original 
and has only been restored as 7, out of the blue, by those who 
believe in the maximum antiquity of this carving. The first 
number actually to appear is the second from the left above, or 
16, the supposed katun coefficient of this date, which, however, 
looks more like 15 in Plate 14, c, that is, it appears to be com- 
posed of three bars rather than three bars and one dot. 

The second possibly earliest date mentioned above is inscribed 
on a monument (Plate 14, b') which is not even Maya in style, 
being more Mexican in character and obviously having been carved 
very much later than the apparently early date of 7.19.7.8.12 
(a.d. 29) inscribed upon it. It is found, moreover, in a region 
where there are other sculptured monuments which are also much 
more Mexican than Maya in character, that is the Department of 
Esculntla, Guatemala. Finally the stylistic characteristics of the 
Tuxtla Statuette, the third allegedly oldest dated object, are dis- 

^ How Maya dates are to be interpreted will be explained subsequently in 
chapter xii and how they are to be correlated with the dates of Christian chro- 
nology will be described in Appendix I, p. 457* All dates in Christian chronol- 
ogy are a.d., after the birth of Christ, unless otherwise stated, though the abbre- 
viation A.D. for Anno Domini will hereinafter be generally omitted. 



• • • tinctly non-Mayan; the early Baktun 8 date, which is carved on 
42 its front, 8.64.2.17 (a.d. 162), is, however, the clearest of these 
three highly doubtful, allegedly earliest dates (Plate 14, a). 

Nevertheless the Mexican archaeologists believe , that this 
southern Veracruz region, where the Tres Zapotes monument and 
the Tuxtla Statuette were found, that of the Olmeca culture, was 
the original center of distribution of the higher civilizations of all 
Middle America. Alfonso Caso has recently summarized the 
Mexican school of thought on this point, with which, however, I 
disagree, in the following words: 

It is very probable that paper is one of those inventions [in the Middle 
American region] which like writing, seals or markers, the brush, the rit- 
ualistic calendar or tonal fohuaLli, the creator gods, the god of rain, etc., 
must be attributed to a most ancient mother culture, which is found at 
the bottom of the specialized cultures of central Mexico and northern 
Central America, and which spread from a place, so it appears, that we 
must locate in the southern part of Veracruz and in the nearby sections 
of Tabasco, Oaxaca and Chiapas. 

Since, as will be shown later, the earliest dates which are surely 
contemporaneous, that is to say surely executed at the times they 
severally represent, are more than a century and a half later (.a.d. 
320 on the Leyden Plate and a.d. 328 on Stela 9 at Uaxactun), it 
is probable that the Tres Zapotes and El Baul monuments and the 
Tuxtla Statuette are only apparently early, that, in reality, they 
are anachronistic, carved sometime later than the apparently very 
early dates Inscribed on them. 

ORIGIN OF THE MAYA CIVILIZATION IN THE LOWLANDS 
OF NORTHERN CENTRAL PETEN 

Having perhaps disposed of the Veracruz coast plain as the 
region where the Maya civilization had its beginnings, where next 
may we look for its place of origin? The answer to this question, 
under my definition of what the Maya civilization was, is fairly 
simple and direct, that is — ^where the earliest examples of the 
hieroglyphic writing and corbeled-stone roof-vaulting are to be 
found. If these two dominant characteristics of Maya culture are 



accepted as our guide, then it will be found that the Maya civiliza- ^ • 
tion originated in the lowlands of northern central Peten, Guate- 43 
mala, either at, or in the immediate vicinity of the great ruined 
cities of Tikal and Uaxactun, as already mentioned. 

THE OLDEST SURELY DATED OBJECTS IN THE MAYA AREA 

The earliest, surely contemporaneous date in the Maya hiero- 
glyphic writing is that engraved on the back of the Leyden Plate, 
a small celt-like object of jade, inches long by 3 inches wide, 
found near Puerto Barrios, Guatemala, in 18645 this records the 
Maya date 8.14.3.1.12, corresponding to 320 of the Christian 
Era (Plate 15, b). By contemporaneous date is here meant the 
date the Leyden Plate was actually engraved, not an earlier date, 
commemorating some past event in Maya history. 

Now the captive figure lying on the ground behind the stand- 
ing, principal figure, a detail found carved on the front of the 
Leyden Plate (Plate 15, <?), so closely resembles the captive 
figures on all the monuments at Tikal, where this particular motive 
is also portrayed, and, at the same time, it is so entirely different 
from all other representations of the captive-figure motive found 
elsewhere in the Old Empire that there can be no doubt the Leyden 
Plate, although not actually found at Tikal, was surely executed 
there. If so, the oldest Maya city now known on the basis of the 
dated remains is Tikal in northern central Peten, which, it so 
happens, is also the largest of all the ancient Maya ceremonial 
centers, in either the Old or the New Empire (chapter xiii, pi 320). 

Again, the oldest large stone monument or stela® now known 
is Stela 9 at Uaxactun, which has carved upon its back (Plate 16, b) 
the Maya date 8.14.10.13.15 (a.d. 328), only seven and two- 
thirds years later than the date of the Leyden Plate, which we have 
just seen was probably executed at the near-by city of Tikal, only 
1 1 miles south of Uaxactun, Thus the two earliest contemporane- 
ous Maya dates are found at cities within ii miles of each other 
in northern central Petenj we may therefore conclude that the 

^ Stela is the name given by archaeologists to the shaft-like monnments of the 
ancient Maya* 



• • • Maya civilization was well under way by the beginning of the 
44 fourth century of the Christian Era in this region at the very topo- 
graphical center of the Yucatan Peninsula (Plate i). 

MAYA-SPEAKING PEOPLES ON A PRE-MAYA CULTURAL 
HORIZON IN PETEN 

Glancing backward for a moment, it will be remembered that 
we have placed Maya-speaking people in the highlands of Guate- 
mala for at least several thousand years before the birth of Christ, 
and, further, have credited some Maya-speaking group living in 
this same general region with having invented agriculture, as 
applied to the cultivation of maize, sometime during the third or 
second millenium before Christ (Pre-Maya I, Table III). 

Prior to this extremely early period it is probable that the 
Yucatan Peninsula, particularly the Peten lowlands, may have 
been, indeed probably were, occupied by nomadic peoples, w^ho 
lived by hunting and fishing and on the natural products of the 
forest — fruits, nuts, roots, and grasses — long before the kno’wl- 
ed,ge of maize culture reached them from the Guatemala high- 
lands to the south. If this should be correct, I am certain that these 
pre-agricultural nomads of the Peten lowlands must have been 
Maya-speaking. 

Although the suggestion is purely tentative, since the actual 
facts escape verification at this time, it. appears probable that 
Maya-speaking people from the highlands of Guatemala, carry- 
ing thd knowledge of maize culture with them, had either them- 
selves pushed northward into all parts of the Yucatan Peninsula 
— the Peten lowlands as well as northern Yucatan — or had trans- 
mitted the knowledge of corn to that region, a thousand years or 
more before the birth of Christ (Pre-Maya II, Table III) and 
that a culture based on corn cultivation had flourished there for 
still another six or seven hundred years (Pre-Maya III, Table 
III) before the beginning of the Maya civilization in northern 
central Peten during the early fourth century of the Christian Era. 

These speculations as to the people who were living in the 
Peten lowlands before the development of the Maya civilization 


there, it should be borne in mind, are purely conjectural, though 
I feel reasonably confident that we may reach two definite con- 
clusions concerning them; (i) the peoples of the two periods im- 
mediately preceding the Maya Old Empire (Pre-Maya II and 
III) were agidculturists, and (2) they spoke some early Maya 
language. 

If we assume that the original inhabitants of the Peten low- 
lands were Maya-speaking people, who lived by hunting, fishing, 
and upon the wild products of the forest (Pre-Maya I), to whom 
later the practice of agriculture was introduced (Pre-Maya II 
and III) but who continued to live without those higher cultural 
manifestations which have been defined at the beginning of this 
chapter as the diagnostic characteristics of the Maya civilization, 
we are probably not far from correct in the general picture of the 
human occupation of the Y ucatan Peninsula before the beginnings 
of the Maya civilization early in the fourth century after Christ. 

BEGINNINGS OF THE MAYA HIEROGLYPHIC WRITING 

We have seen that the earliest Maya dates which may be 
regarded as surely contemporaneous fall in the first third of the 
fourth century of the Christian Era (320 and 328), that is to say 
at the close of the third quarter of Baktun 8 of the Maya Era — 
8.14.3.1.12 and 8.14.10.13.15, respectively. Both the Leyden 
Plate and Stela 9 at Uaxactun, however, in addition to presenting 
the two earliest contemporaiieous dates known, have another ex- 
tremely significant characteristic in common: although the tech- 
nique of carving in each shows that when they were executed 
stone carving among the ancient Maya was still in its infancy, was 
indeed crude, clumsy, and stilted, the calendric data presented by 
each (the corresponding date in the Maya chronological era), on 
the other hand, is completely developed; like Minerva it is born 
fully armed and ready to function. Maya chronology is ex- 
tremely complicated (pp. 282-89) and yet, when we first en- 
counter examples of it on the Leyden Plate and on Stela 9 at 
Uaxactun, this elaborate system for counting time is completely 
developed. There are no simple beginnings, no elementary first 


• • • steps which must have preceded the development of the perfected 
4 ^ system. On the contrary, when we first meet it on these two 
earliest-known dated objects, it is already complete with all its 
intricacies — a flower in full blossom, with no preliminary bud 
stage having survived to show how it had developed. 

Archaeologists have concluded, from this total absence of 
examples showing the earlier stages in the development of the 
Maya hieroglyphic writing and chronology, that both originally 
must have been recorded on some medium other than stone j that 
the first Maya monuments were, in fact, made of some perishable 
material like wood, excellent hard varieties of which are to be 
found in greatest abundance throughout the Peten forests; and 
finally that these earliest wooden monuments, upon which the 
beginnings of the Maya hieroglyphic writing and chronology 
were carved, have all been destroyed by the moist climate and 
heavy rains of the Peten lowlands. With their total destruc- 
tion, all traces of the earliest stages of Maya writing and chro- 
nology have disappeared (Pre-Maya III, Table III). 

THE MAYA CHRONOLOGICAL SYSTEM 
PROBABLY THE PRODUCT OF A SINGLE MIND 

A long time, probably centuries, must have elapsed, while 
the early Maya astronomers, by the slow and laborious process 
of trial and error, were making and preserving observations on 
the sun in order to determine the exact length of the tropical 
year (365. 24-f- days), and probably on the moon as well, in order 
to determine the exact length of a single lunation (29. 52-f- days). 
However, once the true lengths of these two periods had been 
determined — and the ancient Maya had measured both with 
extraordinary accuracy — the development of the Maya calendar 
and their superb chronological system could have followed, and 
I believe did follow, in a very short time, probably in the span 
of a single lifetime, or at most of two or three. 

The Maya chronological system is so complex, so delicately 
built and balanced, that it is difficult to believe it could have 
developed slowly, part here, part there, until it gradually took 



final form. On the contrary, it seems more than probable that • • ' 
it was the work of a single mind, possibly working with a few 47 
associates, some ancient Maya Hipparchus, who brought the Maya 
chronological system to perfection in his own lifetime, although 
the solar and lunar data upon which it was based doubtless had 
been accumulating for a number of centuries before his time. 

MAYA CHRONOLOGY PROBABLY DEVISED DURING FOURTH 
OR THIRD CENTURY BEFORE CHRIST 

There is internal evidence in the Maya chronological system 
itself that it was first devised, according to one authority, at the 
end of Baktun 7, that is in 7.0.0.0.0 of the Maya Era (353 b.c.) 
or, according to others, shortly later, that is in 7.6.0.0.0 (235 b.c.), 
probably either at Tikal, or at the near-by Uaxactun in northern 
central Peten. • 

During the six to seven centuries which elapsed between the 
invention of Maya chronology on the one hand, and the earliest 
known contemporaneous stone records (the Leyden Plate at Tikal 
and Stela 9 at Uaxactun) on the other, the Maya monuments 
were, in all probability, carved out of wood, and during these 
same six or seven centuries the Maya priests developed their 
unique hieroglyphic writing precisely in order to record their, at 
that time, newly devised chronological system. 

With the first stone records at Tikal and Uaxactun in the 
early part of the fourth century of the Christian Era, the Maya 
Old Empire may be considered as having formally gotten under 
way. 

MAYA ART, ARCHITECTURE, AND CERAMICS IN AGREE- 
MENT WITH THE EPIGRAPHY 

But it is not only the Maya epigraphy alone which suggests the 
Tikal-Uaxactun region as the immediate birthplace of the Maya 
civilization i there are three other outstanding lines of cultural 
evidence — the art, architecture, and ceramics of these two cities, 
which also indicate the same thing. 

In addition to Stela 9 at Uaxactun there are at least ten other 


monuments in this city— four actually dated and six others ap- 
proximately dated by means of their respective stylistic character- 
istics, all of which date from the last quarter of Baktun 8 of the 
Maya Era (337-435). The human figures on the fronts of these 
monuments are poorly proportioned, crudely executed, clumsy, 
wooden, and lifeless. They are shown usually in modified left 
profile (Plate 16, «), though an occasional figure also appears in 
modified right profile (Plate 63, c) j the feet are in tandem posi- 
tion, the toe of the near (left) foot touching the heel of the far 
(right) foot (Plate 16, a). The arms and torso, on the other 
hand, are portrayed in full front, the head again being in left 
or right profile, as the case may be. This awkward and physically 
all-but-impossible posture is typical of the figures on all the 
earliest-known Maya stone sculptures. It is evident from the 
technical as well as the esthetic inferiority of these earliest monu- 
ments that stone sculpture was only just beginning when they 
were carved. Later the ancient Maya stone carvers were to soar 
to previously unimagined heights of sculptural achievement, but 
in those remote times, toward the end of Baktun 8 of Maya 
chronology (the fourth century of the Christian Era), they were 
still groping clumsily, timidly feeling their way in the sculpture 
of stone, their hands and stone chisels as yet unfamiliar with the 
new medium, so much more difficult to carve than wood. This 
very early position of the human figure, found nowhere else in 
the whole Maya area, except at Uaxactun and Tikal, is truly 
primitive and surely represents the beginnings of stone sculpture 
in the Yucatan Peninsula (pp. 362, 363). 

The architectural evidence as to the relatively remote an- 
tiquity of Uaxactun is equally impressive (chapter xiii). Stylisti- 
cally considered, the earliest construction yet found in the whole 
Maya area is the stucco-covered pyramid, E-VII-sub (Plate 17, l>) 
which was found completely buried inside the later pyramid, 
E-VII (Plate 17, a) at this city. The style of the stucco masks 
(Plate 58) which adorn the sides of this buried pyramid is such 
as to indicate strongly that at the time they were executed the 
canons of Maya art were just beginning to crystallize. Indeed, 




Plate 15. — ^The Leyden Plate 

A carved jade pendant, the earliest dated object known from the Maji 








Plate i6. — Stela 9, Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala 


The earliest dated monument known in the Maya area. 




these masks are so simple and undeveloped as to suggest almost * • • 
a pre-Maya origin, as though the esthetic complex, later to be 49 
known as Maya art, was only just coming into being when they 
were molded in stucco. Again, the buried pyramid, E-VII-sub, 
never had supported a masonry building on its summit, though 
four stucco-filled postholes in the lime-plaster flooring on top of 
this pyramid indicate that originally it had supported a super- 
structure of some perishable material, probably of poles and 
thatch. The absence of any signs of a masonry superstructure ever 
having stood on the summit of this buried pyramid almost cer- 
tainly indicates that Maya stone buildings with their typical cor- 
beled stone roof-vaulting, had not yet been developed when 
E-VII-sub was built. 

Finally, although the ceramics of the Maya Old Empire have 
not yet been sufficiently studied to permit basic general conclu- 
sions on such fundamental points as priority of origin and centers 
of distribution of the different types of pottery found therein, 
nevertheless, excavations in the refuse heaps and below plaza 
floor-levels at Uaxactun have brought to light in the so-called 
“black-dirt stratum,” which is the lowest level showing human 
occupation at this site, the earliest types of pottery and clay figu- 
rines yet found anywhere in the Peninsula of Yucatan y types 
moreover, especially among the figurines, which strongly resemble 
objects from even earlier, non-Maya agricultural horizons in the 
highlands of Mexico, Guatemala, and El Salvador (chapter xv). 

Thus the four principal lines of archaeological evidence that 
are available in the Maya field — the epigraphy, art, architecture, 
and ceramics — all indicate that the antecedents of the Maya 
civilization had their origin in northern central Peten, in the Tikal- 
Uaxactun region, sometime during the three or four centuries 
immediately preceding and following the beginning of the Chris- 
tian Era, that is Pre-Maya III (Table III). 



THE OLD EMPIRE 


MEANING OF THE TERMS OLD AND NEW EMPIRES 

THE TERMS Old Empire and New Empire, it should be made 
very clear at the outset, once and for all, have no political con- 
notation whatsoever, as used throughout this book; on the con- 
trary, they are employed exclusively in a cultural or esthetic sense, 
indicating an empire of common thought, common language, 
common customs, common religion, and common art — a homo- 
geneous people, enjoying a common civilization but, in no sense 
of the word, political unity. 

It will be pointed out in a later chapter (pp. 159-61), where 
Maya governmental and social organization is described, that 
there are no known Maya Alexanders, Caesars, Charlemagnes, 
or Napoleons, but rather the Maya Old Empire would seem to 
have been composed of a number of city-states, which were ruled, 
if we may judge by conditions surely known to have prevailed 
during New Empire times, two to five centuries later, by heredi- 
tary dynasties, the members of which filled not only all the highest 
civil offices of the state but also the highest eccleciastical positions 
as well. 

Without anticipating the more detailed discussion of the gov- 
ernmental organization of the ancient Maya in chapter ix, it may 
■ be noted here that the closest analogy to it offered in the Old 
World would seem to be the city-states of classic Greece — Athens, 
Sparta, and Corinth, which were united by a common language, 
religion, and culture, but each of which was politically independ- 
ent of the others. 

In a word, while there is no evidence either for or against the 
political unity of the various Old Empire cities, there can be no 
doubt that they all shared a common culture. 


50 



DOCUMENTARY SOURCES FOR OLD EMPIRE 
HISTORY LACKING 

In attempting to reconstruct Old Empire history we are con- 
fronted at the outset with an all-but-insuperable difficulty— there 
are no documentary sources relating to this early period, not even 
vague traditions which might shed a light, however faint, upon 
the events of this remote epoch of the Maya story. The sixteenth- 
century Spanish and native historians give much information 
about later New Empire history, but at best the Spanish sources 
do not extend back beyond the twelfth century 3 and the native 
sources, while they describe a few events which took place as 
early as the first half of the fifth century (the Early Period of 
the Old Empire), do so only for the then-provincial northern 
half of the peninsula, that is Yucatan. 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA FOR OLD EMPIRE HISTORY 

If we are to trace the rise and development of Old Empire 
history, it w'ill be found that we shall have to depend upon such 
archaeological data as have been developed by excavation and upon 
close study of the Old Empire cities themselves, their epigraphy, 
art (sculptures and frescoes), architecture, and ceramics. First, 
and most important of all, is the evidence supplied by the dated 
monuments, wiiich, by themselves alone, provide a thoroughly 
reliable chronological framework for Old Empire history. Sec- 
ond, the sculpture and architecture establish stylistic trends 3 they 
indicate the boundaries and distribution of archaeologic subprov- 
inces 3 they outline areas of special influence — in a word, reflect 
the interplay of those forces which brought about the develop- 
ment, florescence, and decline of the Old Empire. Third and 
last, the ceramic remains, especially as found in stratified refuse 
heaps, faithfully register the slightest changes in the most com- 
mon craft of the mass of the people, namely, pottery making. 
Because of its universal utility, pottery closely reflects the domestic 
habits of its makers. Changes due to outside influences are quickly 
reflected in bowls, vases, pitchers, and plates, while the position of 
different wares in stratified refuse heaps, which are nothing more 
than the accumulated debris of living of the common people, 


•••• show not only the different influences to which these wares have 
5^ been successively subjected, but also the order in which such in- 
fluences have made themselves felt. Finally the presence of 
occasional pottery trade-pieces sometimes permits time relations 
with other cultures to be established. 

If we interpret the archaeological evidence gleaned from a 
study of the surface remains and from the excavations, in the 
light of conditions obtaining among the Maya of the New Em- 
pire, which are much better known, we shall come as near to a 
reconstruction of the major trends of Old Empire history as is 
possible in the present state of knowledge. 

THREE PRINCIPAL PERIODS OF THE OLD EMPIRE 

The Old Empire for convenience in description may be di- 
vided into three principal periods: Early, Middle, and Great. The 
Early Period may be considered as having begun with the earliest 
contemporaneous date, 8.14.3.1.12 (a.d. 320), or three years 
earlier in round numbers of the Maya Era ( 8 . 14.0.0.0 (a.d. 317), 
and a% having ended with the close of the first half of Baktun 9, 
that is, 9.10.0.0.0 (a.d. 633), by which time the last traces of 
archaism had finally disappeared from Maya sculpture and epi- 
graphy. The foregoing starting point has been arbitrarily selected, 
as is necessarily the case in dealing with such a complex problem as 
the beginnings of any culture, but in the case of the Maya civiliza- 
tion, at least, it seems safe to regard its earliest contemporaneous 
date now known as also that of its formal beginning. The Early 
Period of the Old Empire is thus regarded here as having ex- 
tended from A.D. 317 to 633, a little more than three centuries 
(Old Empire I, Table III). For a number of centuries prior to 
317 it is obvioxis that the ancient Maya had been accumulating 
cultural experience to the point where they finally were able to 
carve their first stone monuments. Perhaps as early as the fourth 
or third century b.c. they had begun to carve monuments out of 
wood} but this is pure speculation, whereas the Leyden Plate 
and Stela 9 at Uaxactun are hard archaeologic facts, for which 
reason 8.14.0.0.0 has been chosen as the date of the formal be- 
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ginning of the Old Empire, this date being the next katun (or 
20 -year period) ending before the date of the Leyden Plate (only 53 
three years earlier). 

The Middle Period began in 9.10.0.0.0 (a.d. 633) and ex- 
tended to 9.15.0.0.0 (a.d. 73 j'lst under a hundred years (Old 
Empire II, Table III). During this century the Old Empire 
Maya were consolidating the extensive territorial and cultural 
gains they had made during the Early Period and were preparing 
for the tremendous florescence which was to follow during the 
Great Period. 

The Great Period, roughly two and a half centuries in length, 
began in 9.15.0.0.0 (a.d. 731) and closed about 10.8.0.0.0 (a.d. 

987). During the first two-thirds of this last period of the Old 
Empire, the Maya reached esthetic heights never equaled by any 
other people of pre-Columbian America, and, indeed, never again 
equaled by the Maya themselves (Old Empire III, Table III) ; 
whereas the last third, in complete contrast, was a period of deca- 
dence and decline. 

While it is true that the foregoing division of the Old Empire 
into three periods is based primarily upon the stylistic evidence 
presented by Old Empire sculpture, it will be found, nevertheless, 
that these same three stylistic-chronologic periods are also clearly 
reflected in the corresponding ceramic and architectural evidence, 
as may be seen in Table III. 

The two first ceramic periods found in central Peten — -Mamom 
and Chicanel - — precede the beginning of the Old Empire and the 
carving of stone monuments j that is, they precede the beginning 
of the Maya civilization as defined here} and the Mamom cera- 
mic period even precedes the beginning of stone architecture. 

This latter important cultural advance would seem to have made 
its first appearance in the Chicanel ceramic period. If we assign, 
as a minimum, the six or seven centuries from the beginning of 
the first millenium before Christ down to the fourth or third 
century before Christ, to the Mamom ceramic period (Pre-Maya 
II, Table III), and the first three or four centuries before Christ 
and the first three centuries after Christ, to the Chicanel period 


•••• (Pre-Maya III, Table III), we shall probably not be far from 
54 correct in terms of our own chronology. 

Sculptured stone stelae. Period I of corbeled roof-vaulting, 
and Tzakol pottery probably all made their appearance together 
at the commencement of the fourth century of the Christian Era 
—the beginning of the Maya civilization and the Old Empire as 
these terms are used here (Old Empire I, Table III). 

The Tzakol ceramic period is divided into three subperiods, 
the first having extended approximately from a.d. 317 to 5145 
the second from about 514 to 554; and the third from about 554 
to 633, or to the close of the Early Period. These three ceramic 
subperiods coincide with Period I of corbeled roof-vaulting. The 
Tepeu ceramic phase which followed is also divided into three 
subperiods, the first having extended from about 633 to 731, that 
is, coincident with the Middle Period (Old Empire II, Table 
III)} the second from about 731 to 909, coincident with the first 
two-thirds of the Great Period} and the third subperiod from 
about 909 to 987, that is, after monumental activity had ceased, 
down to the final abandonment of the Old Empire region in the 
tenth century. The Tepeu ceramic period coincides with Period 
II of corbeled roof-vaulting (Old Empire III, Table III). 

The architectural and ceramic correspondence with the sculp- 
tural-chronologic periods of the pre-Old Empire and Old Em- 
pire will be described more fully in chapters xiv and xv (pp. 358 
and 382), but sufBcient data have been given here to show that 
there is real agreement between Maya epigraphy (chronology) 
and art (sculpture) on the one hand and between Maya architec- 
ture and ceramics on the other. 

THE EARLY PERIOD THE RISE AND SPREAD OF THE MAYA 

CIVILIZATION (old EMPIRE I — -8.14.0.0.0 TO 

9.10.0.0.0 [317-633]) 

If the Leyden Plate was carved at Tikal, as I firmly believe, 
despite the fact that it was actually found some 140 miles to the 
southeast of that site, near the modern town of Puerto Barrios, 
Guatemala, then Tikal, on the basis of the dated remains, is the 



oldest known center of the Maya civilization. If, on the other •••’• 
hand, it was executed elsewhere, then Uaxactun with the earliest 55 
known stone monument, Stela 9, becomes the oldest center of 
Maya culture. 

It matters little whether Tikal or Uaxactun be chosen as the 
oldest Maya city now known, since in point of time the Leyden 
Plate is only seven and two-thirds years older than Stela 9, and in 
distance, Tikal is only eleven miles south of Uaxactun, both sites 
being located at the very topographic center of the Yucatan Penin- 
sula. Uaxactun stands at the upper end of a small valley which 
heads into the divide on the north side of the interior drainage 
basin of central Peten 5 the small stream meandering down this 
valley eventually finds its way into the Hondo River and thence 
northeastward into the Caribbean Sea, while Tikal is located 
either at the very head of the Holmul Valley, the waters of which 
also eventually flow into the Hondo River, or, less probably, it 
stands at the northern edge of, and within, the interior drainage 
basin (Plate 19). 

At this very early date in Maya history — the beginning of the 
fourth century of the Christian Era— -sculptured stone monu- 
ments, corbeled-stone roof-vaulting, and Tzakol pottery as well 
had just made their first appearance at Uaxactun. Even if it be 
accepted that the Leyden Plate was executed at Tikal in 320, no 
monuments surely earlier than 475 have yet been found at this 
latter site, although there is one doubtfully dated stela perhaps 
assignable to the closing katun or 20-year period of Baktun 8 
(416). At Uaxactun, on the other hand, there are no fewer than 
six dated monuments, three of which are surely and three probably 
referable to Baktun 8. Finally, in addition to these six dated 
stelae, there are at least four other monuments at Uaxactun which 
on stylistic grounds are probably also referable to Baktun 8. In- 
deed, of the only five monuments now known which surely date 
from Baktun 8, three are found at Uaxactun, and one each at 
Uoiantun and Balakbal, the former a very small site only twelve 
miles south of Uaxactun, the latter a small-to-medium-sized site 
only thirty-five miles north of Uaxactun (Plate 19). 



'••• As to which is the older, Tikai or Uaxactun, it is difficult to 
5 ^ choose between them. Assuming that the Leyden Plate was exe- 
cuted at Tikai, as I believe on the basis of its stylistic character- 
istics, then Tikai has a date seven and two-thirds years earlier than 
the earliest known date at Uaxactun. Again Tikai is the largest 
center of the Maya civilization (chapter xiii, pp. 320-23)? while 
Uaxactun is only a Class 2 center.- On the other hand, the earliest 
dated monument at Uaxactun is nearly a century earlier than the 
oldest monument even doubtfully dated at Tikai, and, as noted 
above, Uaxactun has ten monuments dating from Baktun 8, com- 
pared to only the one doubtfully dated Baktun 8 monument at 
Tikai. If the provenance of the earliest dated object now known 
(the Leyden Plate) and the greater size of Tikai are to be ac- 
cepted as our guideposts in this matter, then Tikai is the older; if, 
on the other hand, the earliest dated monument, and not only one 
but ten of them be accepted as a more reliable indication of greater 
age, then Uaxactun is the older. 

As between the two, I believe that Tikai is probably a little 
older than Uaxactun, an unsatisfactory conclusion for me since I 
discovered the latter city. That no certain Baktun 8 monuments 
have yet been found at Tikai is probably to be explained by the 
fact that no serious excavations have ever been undertaken there; 
while Uaxactun, on the other hand, is the most extensively ex- 
cavated center of the Old Empire. It is entirely possible, indeed 
probable, that when Tikai has been as largely dug over and as 
minutely studied as Uaxactun, Baktun 8 monuments will almost 
certainly also be found there. However, since most of the known 
earliest monuments are at Uaxactun, it is better for us to start the 
Maya story there. 

Stela 9 at Uaxactun, dedicated in a,i>. 328, begins the Maya 
monumental record (Plate 16). I discovered this monument, still 
standing on the Acropolis at Group A of this city, on May 5, 1 9 1 6, 
but there are strong grounds for believing that originally it had 
been set up in an outlying section of the city, now known as Group 
E, and that at some later time, it had been removed to its present 
position on the Acropolis. 
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The next two monuments at Uaxactun are twins, both having 
been erected on the same side of the same plaza (east side of the 
Main Plaza at Group E, Fig. 33, p. 333), both on precisely the 
same day— February 3, 357. 

With the dedication of Stelae 18 and 15 in 8.16.0.0.0 of the 
Maya Era, that is at the end of an even katun, or 20-year period 
(here the end of Katun 16 of Baktun 8), of the Maya chronologi- 
cal era, a practice was inaugurated that was destined to endure for 
nearly twelve centuries. 

The observances of this custom of erecting monuments at the 
ends of successive periods in their chronological era was one of the 
most fundamental facts of ancient Maya life. At first the ends of 
even katuns, or approximately 20-year periods (exactly 19.7 
years), only were chosen for the celebration of this ceremony; but 
shortly, as their resources grew and their economic strength in- 
creased, the ceremonial centers of the Old Empire were able to 
erect these stone period-markers more frequently, and the ends of 
lahuntuns or half-katuns, approximately ten-year periods (ex- 
actly 9.8 years), were next chosen, in addition to the katun-end- 
ings, for this important ceremony. It should be noted in passing 
that the ten-year period was the interval commonly selected for 
the erection of the period-markers throughout Old Empire times. 

Toward the end of the Early Period, for the first time in 
9.8.15.0.0, that is A.D. 608, at Piedras Negras in western Peten, 
we find a monument being erected at the end of a hotun or quar- 
ter-katun as well, approximately a five-year period (exactly 4.9 
years). However, the practice of marking the five-year period- 
endings by the erection of corresponding monuments proved too 
costly, too great a strain on the great majority of the Old Empire 
centers, and only two of them — ^Piedras Negras and Quirigua — 
regularly followed this practice, although a few others, notably 
Copan and Naranjo, occasionally erected their period-markers 
once every five years. I'n other words, using the analogy of a 
grandfather clock, all Old Empire sites, culturally as well as eco- 
nomically able to erect monuments at all were able to strike the 
hours, that is, to erect monuments at the ends of the successive 



katuns, and most of them were also able to strike the half-hours 
5^ as well, that is, to erect monuments at the ends of the intermediate 
half-katuns or lahuntuns. However, only the two cities above 
mentioned in the entire Old Empire region were able to, or at 
least did, strike the quarter-hours regularly, that is, erect monu- 
ments every quarter-katun, or hotun, in addition to erecting them 
on the katun — and lahuntun-endings as well. 

We have seen that the earliest monument at Uaxactun, Stela 
9, did not follow this practice, having been erected in 
8. 14. 10. 13. 15 (in other words, on a date that did not coincide 
with a period-ending), but that Stelae 18 and 19, the two next 
oldest monuments at this city, both dedicated in 8.16.0.0.0 (less 
than thirty years later), were the first two monuments to conform 
to this practice. We may therefore conclude, that in so far as the 
evidence now available is concerned, this practice of erecting their 
monuments at the ends of even periods of their era originated at 
Uaxactun, sometime between 328 and 357. 

From the cities of Tikal and Uaxactun in northern central 
Peten, as its two principal centers of cultural inspiration, the Maya 
civilization began to expand during the last quarter of Baktun 8 
of the Maya era (337-435). At first the new culture spread 
slowly} indeed only two other small centers, Balakbal and Uolan- 
tun, both within 35 miles of Uaxactun, are now known, which 
have monuments dating from Baktun 8 (Plate 19); but by the 
beginning of Baktun 9 (435) Maya culture is surely and strongly 
embarked on its long and brilliant career. 

The century embraced by the first quarter of Baktun 9 (435- 
534) witnessed a tremendous expansion of the sculptured stela- 
corbeled roof-vaulting-Tzakol pottery complex. In ail directions, 
from northern central Peten as its center of distribution, the rich, 
new, priest-inspired culture with its amazing chronology, sculp- 
ture, architecture, and typical pottery spread to all parts of the 
Yucatan Peninsula and adjacent highlands to the south, though 
for the first two decades of this century (435-455) Uaxactun and 
Tikal, so far as now known, still remain the only two monument- 
erecting centers. 


The custom of erecting sculptured stone monuments had prob- 
ably spread to Copan on the extreme southeastern frontier of the 59 
Maya area, or more than aoo miles south and a little east of the 
nuclear central region, as early as 465 (Plate 19). 

Other cities erecting sculptured stone monuments for the first 
time during the first quarter of Baktun 9 (435-534) were Cerro 
de las Mesas (467)5 Oxkintok and Altar de Sacrificios (475)5 
Tonina (495)5 Xultun, Piedras Negras, Yaxchilan, Palenque, and 
Calakmul (514) 5 and Naachtun (524). 

A glance at the map of the Maya area in Plate 19 will show 
that, by the end of the first quarter of Baktun 9, Maya culture had 
spread to all parts of the Yucatan Peninsula (the only region it 
ever was to occupy) 5 to the Usumacinta Valley in the west — ^Altar 
de Sacrificios, Yaxchilan, Piedras Negras, and Palenque 5 to the 
southeastern highlands — Copan 5 to the southwestern highlands— 
Tonina5 and to central and northern Yucatan — Calakmul and 
Oxkintok. 

About the end of the first quarter of Baktun 9, the early phase 
of Tzakol pottery changes to the middle phase, perhaps owing to 
the tremendous spread of Maya culture and the consequent re^ 
action of new influences on the then current ceramic wares of 
central Peten, Early Tzakol (Table III). 

The occupation of the entire Yucatan Peninsula and adjacent 
highlands to the southeast and southwest by Maya culture in 
early Baktun 9 is to be interpreted as indicating that the environ- 
mental factors of the nuclear region no longer presented any real 
difliculties to the already strongly entrenched and advancing Maya. 
During this century they pushed into all parts of the Maya home- 
land, founding new cities and enlarging the older ones. The 
extensive phase of Old Empire history was concluded, the in- 
tensive phase about to begin. 

Ten new cities appear in the monument-erecting group during 
the second quarter of Baktun 9 (534-633)— Tulum (564), Pu- 
siiha (573), Ichpaatun (593), Yaxha (close of the sixth century), 
Uxui (613), Naranjo (615), Tzibanche (619), Coba (623), 
Chinkultic (628), and El Encanto (first half of seventh century). 



•••• A glance at the map in Plate 19 will show that of these new 
60 centers were established in the central nuclear region-El Encanto, 
Yaxha, Naranjo, Pusilha, and Uxulj one in the southwestern 
highlands — Chinkulticj and four in northeastern Yucatan— Tzi- 
banche, Ichpaatun, Tulum, and Coba, the last destined to become 
in later times one of the greatest centers of the New Empire. 

The end of the first half of Baktun 9 (9.10.0.0.0 or a.d. 
633) coincided with the end of the Early Period of the Old Em- 
pire. At, or about the same time, the Tzakol ceramic phase and 
Period I of corbeled roof-vaulting both also seem to have come 
to an end (Table III). 

By the end of the Early Period the large cities had all been 
erecting carved stone period-markers, the oldest of them for more 
than three centuries, and this custom was still spreading. It was 
indeed, one of the most fundamental and persistently followed 
practices of Maya culture. At the beginning, when the first stone 
monuments were erected, as already explained, no regular inter- 
val seems to have determined the dates of their respective dedi- 
cations ; but very early, as early as the beginning of the last quarter 
of Baktun 8, the dates chosen for this important, recurrent cere- 
monial would seem to have been the closing days of the successive 
katuns, or twenty-year periods. Later, we have seen that as the 
cities of the Old Empire waxed in power and wealth a shorter 
interval was adopted, so that they could erect their monuments 
more frequently, that is, on the half-katun endings as well. And 
still later, toward the close of the Early Period, at Piedras Negras 
in 9.8.15.0.0 (608), for the first time a monument was also 
erected on a hotun — or a quarter-katun ending. This last practice 
did not have many adherents, however, only two cities, Piedras 
Negras and Quirigua, having followed it consistently. 

Why only two sites marked every passing hotun-ending, while 
all the others did not, remains an unsolved mystery. Possibly 
lack of enough economic strength to erect a sculptured stone monu- 
ment as often as once every five years, or perhaps lack of neces- 
sary cultural leadership to do so may explain this fact; or again 
insufficient interest among the people as a whole to celebrate this 



festival so frequently may be the correct answer j the truth is that •••• 
we do not know. 6l 

This practice of erecting monuments at the ends of even 
periods of their era, it cannot be overemphasized, was one of the 
most important facts of ancient Maya life. It must have in- 
fluenced and absorbed the activities of a considerable part of the 
population of every Maya center where monuments were erected, 
and, finally, it must not only have determined the time for some 
of their most important festivals and ceremonials but also must 
have profoundly affected their religion as well. It is, in fine, the 
most fundamental phase of Old Empire ceremonial life of which 
we have archaeological evidence, and the persistence with which it 
prevailed, practically unchanged for more than eleven centuries, 
is ample proof that it was one of the most deep-rooted customs 
of their own times. 

By the end of the Early Period all parts of the Maya area 
had been brought under the stimulating influence of the Maya 
civilization j even the far-flung regions in the distant north and 
southwest had already begun to feel the quickening impulse of 
the higher priestly culture. The Maya world was now completely 
delimited} there remained only its more intensive occupation. 

THE MIDDLE PERIOD ^THE CONSOLIDATION AND DEVELOPMENT 

QF PREVIOUS CULTURAL GAINS (oLD EMPIRE II 

9.10.0.0.0 TO 9.15.0.0.0 [633-731]) 

The Middle Period is relatively short, just under a hundred 
years. It was a century given over to consolidating the tremen- 
dous territorial gains made in the Early Period, while in sculpture 
the idiosyncracies of the Peten limestone were finally mastered, 
paving the way for the great sculptural masterpieces of the next 
century. In architecture, Period II of corbeled roof-vaulting 
replaced Period I, and continued to the end of the Old Empire 
and slightly beyond. In ceramics, a new phase had been intro- 
duced, early Tepeu (Table III). It was a century of preparation, 
of cultural intensification, of ripening experience for the Golden 
Age which was to follow. 



'••• During tie Middle Period, at least fourteen new ceremonial 
62 centers seem to have been established; ElTortuguero (645), Jaina 
(652), El Amparo (665), Etzna (669), Tila (685), Quirigua, 
.Tzendales, Lacanha, and Quexil (692), El Palmar (711), Itsimte 
and Xamantun (721), La Florida and Oxpemul (731). 

We see in Plate 19 that all parts of the Old Empire region 
are still growing: Itsimte, El Palmar, Xamantun, and Oxpemul 
in the central nuclear region ; Tzendales, Lacanha, La Florida, and 
El Tortuguero in the Usumacinta Valley, Quirigua in the south- 
east; El Amparo, Quexil, and Tila in the southwest highlands, and 
Jaina and Etzna in the northwestern part of the peninsula (state 
of Campeche, Mexico). Of the fourteen centers founded during 
the Middle Period, only two, Quirigua and Etzna, were destined 
to become cities of outstanding importance, the former because of 
its complete series of superlatively fine sculptured monuments, 
and the latter because of its striking and extensive architectural 
remains. 

With the close of the Middle Period in 731, the early Tepeu 
ceramic phase also came to an end. The Old Empire Maya now 
stood at the threshold of the Great Period; they were ripe for an 
extraordinary cultural florescence. Stone sculpture already had 
four centuries of experience behind it; its subject matter was 
developed, its traditions and technique fixed. The stage was set 
for outstanding esthetic achievement, the curtain about to rise on 
the most brilliant act of the ancient Maya drama. 

THE GREAT PERIOD — THE GOLDEN AGE, DECLINE 
AND FALL OF THE OLD EMPIRE 

(old empire III — 9.15.0.0.0 TO 10.8.0.0.0 [731-987]) 

During the first three katuns of the Great Period (731-790) 
the Old Empire continued to expand in every direction, not only 
in the central nuclear region but also in the peripheral outlands. 
Although only two new large centers, Seibal and Nakum, both in 
Peten (Plate 19), reached the point of erecting monuments dur- 
ing this closing phase of the Old Empire, there are eight addi- 
tional medium-sized and smaller centers, also in Peten or in the 



immediately adjoining region to the east — ^Tayasal-Flores, Polol, •••• 
La Milpa, Ixlu, Ixkun, Tzimin Kax, Ucanal, and Benque Viejo % 

- — and at least twelve other small sites, six in the Usumacinta 
Valley immediately to the west — La Amelia, El Cayo, El Garibe, 

La Mar, Gancuen, and Aguas Galientesj two in the southeastern 
highlands — Santa Elena Poco Uinic (Ghiapas) and Quen Santo 
(Guatemala) 5 one in the southeast — ^Los Higos (Honduras) j and 
three in the far north — Santa Rosa Xtampak, Holactun (Gam- 
peche) and Ghichen Itza (Yucatan^ Plate 19), all of which man- 
aged to erect one or more monuments for the first time during 
the Great Period. 

The Maya at the end of Katun 18 (790) were now at their 
esthetic apogee. Palenque in the Usumacinta Valley, as much as 
a century and a half earlier, at the beginning of the Middle 
Period, had begun to produce masterpieces of low relief sculpture 
in its temple tablets, a highly specialized medium of esthetic ex- 
pression found only at this city and at one or two near-by centers, 
a medium which reached its most notable example in the tablet 
of the Temple of the Gross at Palenque (Plate 32, b), thirty 
years later in 692. The latest known example of the low-relief 
tablet is the surpassingly beautiful all-hieroglyphic slab of stone 
found at the foot of the tower in the Tower Gourt of the Palace 
group, also at Palenque, which was dedicated in 783. Yaxchilan, 
also in the Usumacinta Valley, began producing beautiful reliefs 
as early as 692 but did not reach her sculptural zenith until 726 
in the very fine Lintels 24 (Plate 71, ^), 25 (Plate 71, «), and 26 
in Structure 235 and, thirty-five years later, in 761, magnificent 
stelae were still being erected at this city. 

Piedras Negras, also in the Usumacinta Valley, first reached 
its plane of highest esthetic production at the very beginning of 
the Great Period, in 731, and continued at this high level, pro- 
ducing the greatest masterpieces of Old Empire sculpture down 
to 795, a period of sixty-five years, but reaching its peak of sculp- 
tural brilliance in 761 in the peerless Lintel, or Wall Panel, 3 
from Structure 0-13, the finest sculpture ever produced in ancient 
America (Plate 69, «). 



'••• Maya sculpture reached its zenith at these three great cere- 
64 monial centers of the Usumacinta Valley between 692 and 795, 
approximately a century of superlative sculptural achievement, 
first at Palenque5 next, about a generation later, at Yaxchilan; 
last, and still another generation later, at Piedras Negras, where 
sculptural art reached an all-time high, not only among the Maya, 
but also in all aboriginal America (chapter xiv, p. 368). 

At the end of Katun i8 (790), the Old Empire also reached 
its widest extension, no fewer than nineteen different cities having 
erected period-markers to commemorate this one katun-ending 
alone: twelve, Tikal, Naranjo, La Honradez, Ixkun, Tayasal, 
Polol, Cancuen, Seibal, Aguas Calientes, Uxul, Calakmul, and 
Xamantun in Petenj Piedras Negras in the Usumacinta Valley 
immediately west} Copan and Quirigua in the southeast} Tonina, 
Santa Elena Poco Uinic and Chinkultic in the southwestern Chia- 
pas highlands} and Etzna in the northern half of the Yucatan 
Peninsula. Reference to the diagram in Figure i shows graphi- 
cally this all-time high of monumental activity in 9.18.0.0.0 
(790), and further the sharp decline in the practice of erecting 
period-markers after Katun 18. 

At. the end of Katun 19 (810), twelve different cities erected 
corresponding period-markers. They were Uaxactun, Naranjo, 
Tzimin Kax, La Amelia, Calakmul, and Xamantun in the central 
area} Piedras Negras in the Usumacinta Valley to the west} 
Quirigua to the southeast} and four other places in the Chiapas 
highlands: Chinkultic, Chiapa (the latter yielding the Stone of 
Chiapa), and two sculptures of unknown origin, a stela and an altar 
now in the National Museum of Mexico. But by the end of the 
next katun, that is lo.o.o.o.o (830), the number of sites which 
were able to erect corresponding period-markers had dropped 
from twelve to three: Uaxactun and Oxpemul in the central area} 
and Tila in the Chiapas highlands. 

was a gain of two sites at the next katun-ending in 
lo.i.o.o.o (or 849), five centers having erected period-markers 
on this date, all in the central Peten area: Tayasal-Flores, Nakum, 
Benque Viejo, Ucanal, and Seibal. But this was the swan-song 
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Fig. a,— Diagram stowing length of timo the cities of the OH Empire were occiapied* 
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of Old Empire monumental activity. The next lahuntun-^nding •••• 
(half-katun), 859, was commemorated by the erection of monur- ^5 
ments at two cities only — Xultun and Ixlu, both in central Peten; 
the next katun-endirig, 867, was celebrated by the erection of 
monuments at three cities — ^Tikal, Tayasal-Flores, and Seibal, 
again all in Peten j the next lahuntun-ending, 879, was commemo- 
rated by four sites — Ixlu and Xamantun in the central region; 

Quen Santo in the western Guatemala highlands; and Chichen 
Itza in northeastern Yucatan. 

It is a curious coincidence of ancient Maya history, although 
only purely accidental and without significance, that the last 
lahuntun-ending, that of 879, should have been commemorated 
at two such widely separated points as Chichen Itza in the far 
northeastern corner of Yucatan and at Quen Santo in the equally 
distant southwestern highlands of western Guatemala, at least 
400 miles apart in an air line (Plate 19). 

The last katun of the Old Empire to be commemorated by 
the dedication of a corresponding monument was 10,3.0.0.0 
(889). Only three cities were able to erect monuments on this 
date — Uaxactun, Xultun, and Xamantun, all in the central area. 

The next katun-ending, 10,4.0,0.0 (909) is found engraved on 
a jade gorget, or small plaque, from Tzibanche in southern Quin- 
tana Roo, Mexico. This is the latest certain Long Count date to 
be found anywhere in the Old Empire and, indeed, anywhere in 
the Yucatan Peninsula. 

It is hardly to be presumed that the cities of the Old Empire 
were abandoned immediately after each had erected its last known 
monument; and, in fact, there is some evidence to indicate that 
the late Tepeu ceramic phase extended beyond the cessation of 
monumental activity. Undoubtedly many people lingered on at 
various Old Empire cities after the latter had ceased to erect 
monuments; but I do not believe that the sites long retained their 
importance as ceremonial centers, or as cultural foci sufficiently 
strong to carry on the splendid traditions of the past six centuries 
in art, architecture, ceramics, and religion. Those who stayed 
behind after the leaders had left suffered further cultural decline. 



•••• The old; pattern of living, which had depended upon elaborate 
social and governmental organization, was gone. The last rem- 
nants of the Old Empire Maya, living under simpletj less-man- 
aged conditions, gradually dwindled in numbers vuitil they too 
moved elsewhere, joining those who had gone before. That this 
final exodus from the Old Empire was long delayed after the 
cessation of monumental activity, taking the latter as representa- 
tive of the whole complex of high culture, seems unlikely; prob- 
ably not more than a century at most. Certain it is, that when 
Cortes crossed Peten from northwest to southeast in 1524-1525, 
six and a third centuries after the erection of the last monument 
in this region, all the Old Empire cities were entirely abandoned; 
and when the first Spaniards saw Yaxchilan and Tikal in 1696, 
one hundred and seventy-one years still later, both these large 
cities were found to be completely overgrown with, a dense tropi- 
cal forest. 

The periods of time during which the different centers of 
the Old Empire were occupied, or, more accurately speaking, the 
periods of time between the ea.rliest and latest known dated monu- 
ments at each, are shown in Figure 2. The names of the centers 
appear in the column at the left. The vertical lines represent the 
hotun- or 5-tun-endings during the Old Empire; above each line 
is given the corresponding date in Maya and in Christian chro- 
nology. Every line is heavier, indicating the lahuntun-, or 
1 0-tun-endings, and every fourth line, corresponding to the 
katuri-, or 20-tun-endings is still heavier. The thick, solid, hori- 
zontal lines indicate the length of time between the earliest and 
the latest known dates at each site listed. Finally, the beginning 
or end of any solid horizontal line, shown as broken, indicates that 
at such sites there are monuments which, on stylistic grounds, 
though actual dates are lacking, are either earlier or later than 
the earliest or latest surely dated monuments at such sites, as the 
case may be. 

It should be pointed out that in the foregoing summary of 
Old Empire history mention has been made only of those cen- 
ters which have datable hieroglyphic inscriptions. If we were 



to include the countless smaller settlements, each with its plaza 
and three or more associated stone buildings, now in ruins, but 
which have no hieroglyphic monuments, the number of Old 
Empire centers would be endlessly multiplied. Wherever one 
travels in the Department of Peten, Guatemala, the ruined re- 
mains of these small ceremonial centers are to be found on every 
side, attesting to the former density of population of the Old 
Empire region (chapter xiii, pp. 315, 316). Since at present there 
is no way of dating these many smaller centers, most of them 
nameless and little more than small groups of mounds scattered 
through the Peten forests, they cannot be brought into this pic- 
ture of the Maya Old Empire. 

CAUSES OF THE DECLINE AND FALL OF THE OLD EMPIRE 

A number of different causes have been suggested by various 
authorities as responsible for the decline and fall of the Maya 
Old Empire — earthquakes, climatic changes so violent as to ne- 
cessitate the abandonment of the region, recurrent epidemics of 
malaria and yellow fever, foreign conquest, civil war, intellectual 
and esthetic exhaustion following a period of forced productivity 
in art, architecture, and sculpture accompanied by corresponding 
social decay, political decline, and governmental disorganization, 
and finally economic collapse due to the failure of the Maya 
agricultural system to meet the ever-growing needs of the increas- 
ing population. Let us examine each of these suggestions more 
closely before attempting to decide between them. 

The first cause, earthquake activity, seems to be the least 
likely of all. It rests primarily upon two principal factors — (i) 
the present ruined condition of the Old Empire cities, the fallen 
temples and palaces and the overthrown, shattered monuments, 
and (a) the prevalence of severe earthquakes in the highlands of 
Guatemala, immediately south of Peten. Against this suggestion, 
however, the following objections may be raised. Although the 
Guatemala and Chiapas highlands are frequently, and sometimes 
violently, shaken by earthquakes, the Peten lowlands, owing to 
their distance from the principal earthquake belt in the highlands 



where the heaviest tremors occur and also to the loose character 
of the Peten soil — ^humus about a yard in depth— do not experi- 
ence the heavy shocks of the highlands; when felt at all, earth- 
quakes there are much less severe than in the highlands. Again, 
all the destruction seen in the Old Empire cities, the disintegrated 
temples, the dismembered palaces, and the overturned monu- 
ments, may easily be accounted for by the rank vegetation, the 
irresistible tropical growth which in the end levels all before it. 
Finally, no region, either in the Old World or the New, has ever 
been generally and permanently abandoned because of earthquake 
activity. Individual cities, it is true, have been permanently 
abandoned on account of earthquake and accompanying volcanic 
activity— witness Pompeii and Herculaneum for example — but 
whole countries, never; and since the present exuberant vegeta- 
tion alone is more than sufficient to have brought about the ob- 
served destruction of the buildings and the overturning of the 
monuments, the earthquake hypothesis may be rejected. 

The idea that climatic changes brought about the destruction 
and abandonment of the Old Empire cities is based upon the 
assumption that the Peten lowlands had a much lower annual 
rainfall during Old Empire times than they have today, owing to a 
supposed southward shift of general climatic zones in the West- 
ern Hemisphere. This assumed decreased rainfall in Peten is 
further supposed to have brought about better living conditions 
there, involving less sickness and a less luxuriant vegetation, the 
latter correspondingly easier for the Maya farmer to manage. 
Later, toward the end of the Old Empire, the general climatic 
zones are supposed to have shifted again, this time in the opposite 
direction (northward), bringing back an increased rainfall to the 
Peten lowlands; the dry seasons are assumed to have become so 
short that the bush could no longer be effectively burned, and 
agriculture, as practiced by the ancient Maya (chapter viii, pp. 
152, 153), had to be given up. Diseases became more prevalent 
as the climate became increasingly worse, until finally the Maya 
were obliged to abandon the region entirely, seeking new homes 
elsewhere. 



The data upon which this hypothesis is based are derived from •••• 
evidence concerning past rainfall in central and northern Cali- ^9 
fornia, as established by the varying thicknesses of the tree-rings 
in the great redwoods of the latter region. While these tree-rings 
doubtless present an accurate record of rainfall in the northern 
half of California for a long period of time, it is highly doubtful 
that changes in the rainfall of California were accompanied by 
corresponding changes in the rainfall of a region as distant from 
California as the southern half of the Yucatan Peninsula, a good 
twenty-five hundred miles to the southeast. To say nothing of 
other discrepancies involved in accepting this explanation, twenty- 
five hundred miles is too great a distance for climatic changes in 
one region to have affected materially the climate of another 
region, and this hypothesis may also be rejected. 

According to the supporters of the malaria and yellow fever 
hypothesis, constantly recurring epidemics of these two diseases 
are supposed to have either so debilitated or so decimated the Old 
Empire Maya that they were forced to abandon their cities in the 
supposedly unhealthy Peten lowlands, and to seek more healthful 
surroundings elsewhere. This explanation must be eliminated at 
the outset, however, for the simple reason that neither malaria 
nor yellow fever was prevalent in the Americas before the coming 
of the white man. This is certainly true of malaria, and probably 
also true of yellow fever as well. Malaria is known to have been 
an Old World disease — the marsh fever of Roman times asso- 
ciated with the Pontine marshes — ^while yellow fever, despite the 
contentions of some authorities to the contrary, almost surely had 
a west African origin. The earliest account of yellow fever in the 
New World, sufficiently accurate to permit its diagnosis as such 
from the description of the disease, is the epidemic of 1648 in 
Yucatan. This took place long after the introduction of the first 
Negro slaves from the west coast of Africa into northern Yucatan, 
and they probably brought yellow fever with them when they 
came over from Africa, where the disease is indigenous. 

Concerning foreign conquest and civil war as possible causes 
which may have brought about the fall of the Maya Old Empire 



•••• and the subsequent abandonment of the region where it flour- 
7® ished, it should be pointed out that any archaeological indications 
of such hypothetical conquests and wars have not as yet been 
found. Old Empire sculpture is conspicuously lacking in the 
representation of warlike scenes, battles, strife, and violence. 
True, bound captives are occasionally portrayed, but the groups 
in which they appear are susceptible of religious, even astronomi- 
cal interpretation, and warfare as such is almost certainly not 
implicated. Nor do the architecture and ceramics of the Old 
Empire show that foreign, non-Maya forms had ever been ex- 
tensively introduced, so that abandonment due to foreign conquest 
appears to be ruled out. It is not improbable that civil wars may 
have swept the Old Empire from time to time, coalitions of city- 
states pitted one against another. Similar internecine strife em- 
broiled the city-states of the New Empire more than once as we 
shall see in the next chapter 5 but that such civil wars finally 
caused the complete abandonment of the Old Empire region, I 
find it hard to believe, and consequently I also reject the “end 
by wars” hypothesis. 

Again it has been suggested that the tendency toward flam- 
boyancy in Maya art, that is, extravagancy and over-elaboration 
of design, which became more and more pronounced as the Great 
Period neared its end, must indicate a corresponding physical, 
moral, and political decadence among the late Old Empire Maya, 
sufficient in itself to have brought about the downfall and aban- 
donment of their cities. Even granting that this admitted decadence 
became the dominant characteristic of Maya art toward the close 
of the Great Period, it does not necessarily follow that it was due 
to intellectual and esthetic exhaustion alone. As will be shown in 
the next section of this chapter, the deterioration of art was but a 
symptom of a more general decadence, involving ail phases of 
Maya culture, which was a general characteristic of late Old 
Empire times. 

In summing up this question it seems necessary, in order to 
explain the final collapse of the Old Empire during the ninth cen- 
tury of the Christian Era, to look for a far more immediately 



coercive, physical cause. Indeed it seems certain that the principal 
force which brought about the extinction of the Old Empire and 
the evacuation of the southern lowlands was of much greater 
urgency than any of the causes previously suggested— nothing 
less, in fact, than the complete failure of their agricultural system 
to provide for the ever-increasing food needs of the growing 
population. 

FAILURE OF THE MAYA AGRICULTURAL SYSTEM 

The Maya system of agriculture will be fully considered in 
chapter viii (pp. 137—58), and its description will not be antici- 
pated here other than to point out that if it is followed uninter- 
ruptedly over a long period of time in any one region, it finally 
ceases to yield sufficient crops to support the resident population. 
When the Maya civilization first developed in the lowlands of 
northern Peten during the centuries immediately preceding the 
birth of Christ, this region was densely forested. However, the 
repeated clearing and burning of ever-increasing areas of forest to 
serve as corn lands gradually converted the original forests into 
man-made grasslands, artificial savannas. When this process was 
complete, or nearly so, when the primeval forests had been largely 
felled and replaced in time by these artificially produced grass- 
lands, then agriculture as practiced by the ancient Maya came to an 
end, since they had no implements whatsoever for turning the soil 
— ^no hoes, picks, harrows, spades, shovels, or plows. 

The agricultural-collapse hypothesis, first advanced by plant 
biologists of the United States Department of Agriculture, is by no 
means proved, but I believe that it far better explains the observed 
archaeological facts than any of the others suggested. It best ex- 
plains the progressive cessation of dated monuments in the differ- 
ent Old Empire centers, which events, we have seen, occurred not 
all at once but scattered over a period of about a century. The 
replacing of the original forests by man-made savannas, thus 
marking the end of cultivation so far as Maya agricultural 
methods were concerned, must have come about very gradually, 
reaching a really acute stage at different cities and eventually 
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•••• causing their respective abandonments at different times (Fig. 2), 
72 depending in each case upon such variable factors as relative sizes 
of the population in question, respective periods of occupation, and 
general fertility of the surrounding areas. 

The point at which complete abandonment and emigration 
elsewhere finally came to be generally recognized as the only re- 
maining solution for their desperate economic plight must have 
been reached, in the very nature of the case, at different times in 
different cities, giving rise to different closing dates at each, the 
extremes, as we have seen, covering about a century. This explana- 
tion better conforms with the known archaeological facts than any 
of the other hypotheses suggested. 

Other adverse factors following in the wake of the decreasing 
food supply, such as accompanying social unrest, governmental 
disorganization, even religious disbelief, doubtless all played their 
respective parts in the collapse of the Old Empire structure} but 
it appears highly probable that economic failure — the law of 
diminishing returns, another way of saying the high cost of living 
•—was chiefly responsible for the final disintegration of the Maya 
Old Empire. 

PERIPHERAL OCCUPATION OF NORTHERN YUCATAN, 455-9O9 

to a description of the New Empire, it is 
first necessary to present what is known of the introduction of 
Maya culture into northern Yucatzn from Old Emfire centers^ 
during Old Empire times, particularly since this Mayanization of 
northern Yucatan is exclusively an Old Empire cultural mani- 
festation, entirely fr seeding the New Empire history of the 
northern half of the peninsula. 

Although documentary evidence in the form of native Maya 
chronicles now becomes available for the first time to help us in 
the reconstruction of ancient Maya history, before examining 
these documentary sources let us summarize the archaeological 
evidence bearing upon the colonization of the northern half of the 
peninsula by Old Empire Maya, as indicated by the dated build- 
ings and monuments. 



A total of twenty-one surely dated monuments and buildings 
at ten sites are now known in northern and central Yucatan, in 
Campeche, and in Quintana Roo, Mexico j these will be found 
listed in Table IV. 

A glance at this table will show that there are two principal 
groups of dated cities represented here: one, a chain of five sites 
in the east coast region, from south to north — ^Tzibanche, Ich- 
paatun, Tulum, Coba, and Chichen Itza (Plate 19)5 and the 
other, a chain of five sites in the west coast region, from south to 
north — Santa Rosa Xtampak, Etzna, Holactun, Oxkintok, and the 
Island of Jaina. 

The dates in Table IV indicate that these ten sites were con- 
temporaneous with the last four and a quarter centuries of the 
Old Empire — ^475-909; that is to say that they were all provin- 
cial settlements of the Old Empire, far removed from the great 
centers of cultural inspiration in the south, analogous to the 
Roman towns in Britain during the first and second centuries of 
the Christian Era. 

It will also be noted from Table IV that the earliest certain 
date we have in the northern half of the peninsula is inscribed on 
the hieroglyphic door lintel at Oxkintok in the northwestern cor- 
ner (Plates 19 and 18, a), 9.2.0.0.0 of the Maya Era, or 475. 

Most unfortunately for an accurate chronological background, 
one based upon exactly dated contemporaneous monuments, the 
magnificent Maya Long Count, the so-called Initial Series (chap- 
ter xii, pp. 28 5-88), did not long survive transplanting in any of 
the peripheral areas after the collapse of Old Empire culture in 
the central nuclear region. In the north, during New Empire 
times, however, an abbreviated form of the Long Count was used 
in its place — ^what we may perhaps call the Short Count — ^but this 
is neither so accixrate nor so well understood as the older Initial 
Series method of dating. For this reason New Empire history- 
lacks the solid chronological framework offered by the surely 
dated monuments of the Old Empire. 

Take, for example, a common form of abbreviation used in 
writing dates in our own Christian chronology, which leads to 
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much confusion between the English and our own American usage. ••• 
The complete way of writing July 4 of the current year is “Thurs- 75 
day, July 4, Anno Domini 1946”; however, most people write this 
same date much more simply as 7/4/46, suppressing altogether 
three non-essential parts: ( i ) the corresponding weekday, Thurs- 
day, (2) the Anno Domini, indicating the Year of Our Lord, and 
(3) -the nineteen hundred of the nineteen hundred and forty-six 
complete years that have elapsed since the birth of Christ to this 
date, adding instead only 46 to indicate the number of the current 
year of the current century. It may be argued in defense of this 
abbreviated way of writing July 4 of the current year that it is 
sufficiently accurate for all practical purposes, but, strictly speak- 
ing, even this is not true. The English also use an almost identical 
form of abbreviation in writing dates, but with this important 
difference. Whereas in America, we put the month first (the 
number 7 in the foregoing date indicating July), followed by the 
day (4 in this case), the English reverse these two positions, put- 
ting the day before the month, thus 4/7/46, which we would 
read as April 7, 1946, but which they read as July 4, 1946. This 
gives rise to confusion between American and English usage in 
writing such abbreviated dates. 

This analogy is not without application to the difference be- 
tween the Maya Long and Short Counts. The Short Count, we 
shall see in chapter xii (pp. 291—95), while it is based upon the 
Long Count, and indeed stems directly from it, is much more 
abbreviated, requiring only two or three hieroglyphs to record 
any given date as compared with the ten hieroglyphs necessary 
to express the position of any single day in the Long Count. 
Moreover, as in the case of our own abbreviated method of writing 
dates, the Short Count is less accurate and more confusing than 
the Long Count, which makes New Empire chronology corre- 
spondingly less dependable, as it is also less well understood, than 
that of the Old Empire. 

Returning to the ten surely dated cities now known in the 
northern half of the peninsula, these, it will be remembered, 
divide geographically into two groups: an eastern group in the 


general east coast region, and a western group in the general west 
coast region (Table IV). 

The entry of Maya culture into northern Yucatan from the 
southern half of the peninsula during the fifth and sixth cen- 
turies of the Christian Era was presumably accomplished in suc- 
cessive waves along two main lines of migration, probably first 
along the east coast, though the earliest date is in the west (Lintel 
I at Oxkintok, 475, Plate 18, «), and a little later along the west 
coast, based upon an analysis of the archaeological evidence} this 
is further corroborated by an ancient Maya tradition, preserved 
by Father Lizana in his Historia de Yucatan: 

The early fathers who first emplanted the Faith of Christ in Yucatan 
knew that the people here [the Maya] came, some from the west and 
some from the east, and thus in their ancient language they call the east in 
another way than today. Today they call the east Likin which is the same 
as where the sun rises, as with us. And the west they call Chikin which is 
the same as the setting or end of the sun or where it hides itself, as with 
us. And anciently they called the east. Genial and the west Nohenial,^ 
cenial which is to say the small descent, and nohenial the great descent. 
And the reason they say this is because from the part of the east there came 
down to this land [of Yucatan] few people, and that of the west, many 
and with this word they understand few or many, the east and the west; 
and the few people from one part and the many from the other. 

It is evident from this quotation that the Maya themselves 
believed some of them had come from the east (really the south- 
east), but that more had come from the west (really the south- 
west), thus agreeing closely with the evidence of the dated monu- 
ments in the northern half of the peninsula. This being the case, 
let us next compare the foregoing traditionary and chronologic 
evidence with the architectural and documentary evidence. 

Lying directly north of the central nuclear region of the Old 
Empire, that is directly north of Peten and its northern cultural 

^ Father Lizana erred slightly in spelling these two Maya words 5 the former 
should be written izemal and the latter nofmnaL means “small” or “little,” 
and emal means “descent” — ^'‘the little descent” 5 noh signifies “great” and 
“descent” — “the great descent,” 



extensions in southern Campeche and Quintana Roo, Mexico, is •••• 
an architectural subprovince known as the Chenes, a region in 77 
southern and central Campeche, so named because of the many 
large natural wells there, chen in Maya, meaning “well.” 

The architecture of the Chenes region (chapter xiii, p. 353) 
is somewhat different from that of the Old Empire. The latter 
depends very little upon dressed and carved stone elements in 
fajade decoration, stucco, often very elaborately modeled, being 
generally used instead of cut stone. In Chenes architecture, on 
the other hand, carved stone elements are extensively employed 
in the exterior decoration of buildings} occasionally the entire 
fagade is elaborately sculptured. This characteristic somewhat 
sharply differentiates Chenes architecture from that of the Old 
Empire. 

Another architectural subprovince of northern Yucatan is that 
known as the Puuc, so-called because it is the characteristic archi- 
tecture of the many New Empire cities which lie in the hilly 
region of northern central Yucatan, known in Maya as the fimc^ 
to the west and north of the Chenes region. Puuc architecture 
will be described more fully in chapter xiii (pp. 353, 356), but 
its principal characteristics may be summarized here as having less 
elaborately sculptured fagades than those of the Chenes region, 
a stronger tendency to geometric forms, a more general use of 
sculptured fagade elements, which were carved before being built 
into the fagades, and the very general use of plain, low, round 
columns, either monolithic or built up of drums, with plain, square 
capitals. 

Finally, at least one other architectural subprovince of the 
New Empire must be mentioned— that centering around the Itza 
capital of Chichen Itza in northeastern Yucatan, where a very 
strong architectural influence from the highlands of central 
Mexico (Tula in the state of Hidalgo) made itself felt} this is 
characterized by feathered serpent columns, sloping fagade bases, 
and other elements typical of the architecture of the central Mexi- 
can plateau. 

The line of cultural penetration into northern Yucatan along 



•••• the east coast region followed Old Empire architectural tradi- 
7 ^ tions pretty closely. Much of the masonry at Coba, the largest 
Old Empire center in northeastern Yucatan in this colonization 
period, is characteristically Old Empire in typej and the archi- 
tectural-sculptural-chronologic evidence from the northeastern 
corner of the peninsula is such as to indicate its close cultural con- 
nections with the central nuclear region of the Old Empire. This 
close affinity between the architecture and the sculpture of the Old 
Empire is seen to a lesser degree at Yaxuna, a medium-sized site 
some sixty miles west of Coba and only twelve miles south-south- 
west of Chichen Itza. 

It is precisely at this point — the colonization of the east coast 
region — ^where the documentary sources (the u kahlay katunob 
or chronicles from certain native Maya manuscripts called the 
Books of Chilam Balam) begin their several accounts of ancient 
Maya history. These native chronicles will be fully described in 
chapter xii (pp. 301-3), but that description may be anticipated 
here to the extent of saying that only five of them are known: one 
from the Book of Chilam Balam of Mani 5 three from the Book of 
Chilam Balam of Chumayelj and one from the Book of Chilam 
Balam of Tizimin. 

Of these five chronicles, the second and third from the Book 
of Chilam Balam of Chumayel are less useful than the other 
three. The third chronicle from the Chumayel manuscript is little 
more than an alternating sequence of Katuns 4 Ahau and 8 Ahau, 
a kind of litany, which makes no pretense at historical continuity. 
It simply presents a series of events that happened in these two 
katuns or twenty-year periods with no mention of any events which 
occurred in the other eleven intervening katuns of the Short Count. 
The second chronicle from the Chumayel manuscript differs con- 
siderably from the other three chronicles, not only in its chron- 
ology but also in the nature of the events it describes. The re- 
maining three, however, all make mention of the Dzemal or 
“Little Descent” and are in substantial agreement concerning it. 

The Mani manuscript has the following entry concerning the 
Little Descent: 



Then took place the discovery of the province of Ziyancaan, or Bak- 
halal; Katun 4 Ahau, Katun 2 Ahau, Katun 13 Ahau, [specific 20-year 
periods] three score years they ruled Ziyancaan when they descended 
here; in these years that they ruled Bakhalal it occurred then that Chichen 
Itza was discovered. 60 years. 

The first chronicle from the Book of Chilam Balam of Chu- 
mayel is much more brief: 

In Katun 6 Ahau took place the discovery of Chichen Itza. 

The Katun 6 Ahau mentioned in the last quotation above is 
probably qii.o.o.o 6 Ahau 13 Yaxkin of the Long Count, or the 
twenty-year period running from 435 to 455 (Table V). The 
province of Ziyancaan Bakhalal is the present southeastern corner 
of Quintana Roo, Mexico, the region surrounding Lake Bacalar. 
The Mani chronicle states that the province of Bakhalal was dis- 
covered in 435-455, and that during the next three katuns while 
the Maya were at Bakhalal, that is between 455 and 514, Chichen 
Itza was discovered j further, since the first chronicle from the 
Chumayel manuscript states that Chichen Itza was discovered be- 
tween 455 and 514, it is evident that these two sources are in 
substantial agreement as to the date of the discovery of the site 
of this city. 

The Tizimin chronicle says about this event: 

“Katun 8 Ahauj it occurred that Chichen Itza was learned 
about j the discovery of the province of Ziyancaan took place.” 

This chronicle states that Chichen Itza was first heard of, and 
the Province of Ziyancaan discovered in 416-435, again in dose 
agreement with the other two chronicles, concerning the date of 
this earliest important event of New Empire history. 

These several entries, taken into consideration with (i) the 
chain of dated sites in the east coast region, (2) the fact that Coba 
is connected with Yaxuna, only 60 miles west of it, by a stone 
causeway, Yaxuna itself being only twelve miles south-southwest 
of Chichen Itza, and (3) the presence of a surely deciphered 
Initial Series date of 10.2.9. 1.9 (^ 7 ^) Chichen Itza itself, all 
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•••• together afford broad archaeological substantiation of the Lizana 
8o tradition. So much for the Dzetml, or Little Descent, where 
“from the part of the east there came down to this land [i.e., 
entered the northern half of the peninsula] few people.” These 
several events covering the introduction of Maya culture into the 
northern half of the peninsula will be found in Table V, which 
presents a summary of the leading events of both Old and New 
Empire history and of the Spanish Conquest. 

Let us next examine the archaeological background in the 
west coast region for the Nohemd or Great Descent. It seems 
probable, from a study of the three architectural subprovinces of 
the northern peninsula previously defined, that Chenes architec- 
ture is older than Puuc architecture, which, in turn, is earlier 
than the last or Mexican architectural phase at Chichen Itza. 

We have just seen, moreover, that the earliest stone archi- 
tecture in the east coast region (Coba and Yaxuna) is generally 
Old Empire in style. The same is also true of the west coast 
region, where the earliest t3q)e of stone architecture is to be found 
at Oxkintok, which also has the earliest dated inscription (475) 
now known in the northern half of the peninsula. The movement 
which carried Maya culture for the first time to the northwestern 
corner of Yucatan in the latter part of the fifth century may well 
be called the first wave of the Great Descent — ^those “many” who, 
Lizana says, came from the west. 

The region where the Chenes type of architecture flourished 
is immediately contiguous to that part of the Old Empire area, 
where the latest dated monuments in the Old Empire have been 
found, namely at Uaxactun, Xultun, and Xamantun, only 25 to 
75 miles south of the southern edge of the Chenes country 
(Plate 19). 

It seems not improbable, indeed, that the Chenes region may 
have been colonized by Old Empire Maya pushing northward 
from Uaxactun, Xultun, La Honradez, Xamantun, Oxpemul, 
Calakmul, and other Old Empire sites in the northern central 
Peten area after the cessation of monumental activity in the south, 
perhaps between 889 and 987. This may be considered as the 



second wave of the western current which carried Maya culture •••• 
to northwestern Yucatan j and with this second wave the colo- 
nization of the New Empire (from, and as far as, the Old Empire 
is concerned) came to an end. 

By this time, the middle of the tenth century, I believe the 
Old Empire cities had been very largely, if not indeed entirely, 
abandoned. The colonization of the New Empire (from the Old 
Empire) was over, and Maya culture had been introduced into 
the northern half of the peninsula along two principal lines of 
penetration: (i) the less numerous and probably slightly earlier 
migration, the Lesser Descent (416-623) along the east coastal 
region and stemming from Old Empire cities in northeastern 
Peten; and (a) the more numerous migration, itself composed of 
several different waves, of which the two first were a penetration 
from the southwest as early as 475, and a second penetration, 
somewhat farther east and some two to five centuries later (652- 
987), but also along the general west coast region, both of these 
migrations stemming directly from Old Empire centers in north- 
ern central Peten and possibly from the Usumacinta Valley as 
well. 

The former is quite clearly Father Lizana’s Lesser Descent 
from the East, the latter, equally clearly, his Great Descent from 
the West. This brings us to the end of the colonization of the 
northern half of the peninsula during Old Empire times (416- 
987), which was effected from its northerly centers. 

One other outstanding peripheral event of Old Empire times 
in northern Yucatan should be mentioned before closing this 
resume of Old Empire history — ^namely the abandonment of 
Chichen Itza by the Itza in 692. 

The Maya chronicles do not tell us why the city was aban- 
doned, merely stating the simple fact that after having had their 
homes there for ten score years (since 495) they left Chichen 
Itza in a Katun 8 Ahau (9.13.0.0.0 or 692) and moved south- 
westward across Yucatan, establishing themselves anew on the 
southwestern coast in the region south of the modern town of 
Campeche. Or as the chronicles tersely record this event: “Then 


•••• they went to establish their homes at Chakanputiin. There the 
It2a had their homes, holy men.” 

This occupation of the southwest coast region by Old Empire 
Maya, around 692, is amply substantiated by the archaeological 
evidence. We have seen in Table IV that there are several cities 
in this region which date from this general period — 652 to 751. 
This is also precisely the same region as that to which the Itza are 
said to have removed from Chichen Itza in 692. 

The settlement of this region by Old Empire Maya, some 
from Chichen Itza and possibly others from Old Empire centers 
to the south, in the latter half of the seventh century and the 
first half of the eighth century brings to a close the introduction 
of Maya culture into northern Yucatan from the Old Empire. 
In the tenth century a new caste takes possession of the stage and 
another epoch, the New Empire, begins. 



THE NEW EMPIRE 


THREE PRINCIPAL PERIODS OF THE NEW EMPIRE 

THE TWO MAIN divisions of ancient Maya history, the Old 
and New Empires, are not only chronological, but in part at 
least, geographical as well. Chronologically, the Old Empire, 
as its name signifies, is everywhere earlier than the New Empire. 
Geographically, on the other hand, although the Old Empire 
covered all sections of the Yucatan Peninsula, north as well as 
south, the New Empire is confined exclusively to the northern 
half of the peninsula except for a very late (middle of the fif- 
teenth century) reoccupation of the region around Lake Peten 
Itza by the Itza. Thus while the Old Empire extended over the 
whole peninsula, the New Empire covered only its northern half. 
It is important to remember, however, that the Old Empire occu- 
pation of the northern half of the peninsula was only ferifheral 
in character, a provincial extension to the north, the center of Old 
Empire cultural inspiration always remaining in the south. 

The New Empire may be divided into three periods: the 
Puuc Period, or Maya Renaissance, the so-called League of Maya- 
pan, from 987 to 1194 (New Empire I in Table HI) j the Mexi- 
can Period, or the Ascendency of Mayapan from 1194 to 1441 
(New Empire II in Table III) j and the Period of Disintegration 
from 1441 to 1697 (New Empire III in Table III). 

THE MAYA RENAISSANCE AND THE LEAGUE OF MAYAPAN 

(new empire I — 10.8.0.0.0 to io.iS.io.o.o [987-1194]) 

As stated before, the colonization of northern Yucatan was 
but a provincial expression of Old Empire culture, a faint re- 
flection of the higher order flourishing at the same time in the 
heart of the Old Empire to the south. But, with the coming of 
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new blood from the southwest in the tenth century, new leaders, 
who introduced a new religion, new customs, new architecture, 
new life, and who formed a new political confederation, the 
League of Mayapan, the northern Yucatan Maya rose to new cul- 
tural heights; they lost their erstwhile provinciality and became in 
themselves a new source of cultural inspiration, especially in the 
field of architecture. 

The Puuc Period, or the League of Mayapan, may be re- 
garded as the true Maya Renaissance. During the two centuries 
following the inauguration of the League (approximately 997- 
1194) under the new leadership from the southwest, the Maya 
experienced a veritable cultural rebirth and regeneration, a sec- 
ond period of cultural brilliance (New Empire I, Table III). 

Old Empire cultural infiltration from the southeast, Lizana’s 
Little Descent, was now well over, but the Great Descent from 
the southwest was to continue perhaps for several centuries more. 
In a Katun 8 Ahau of the Short Count, probably 10.6.0.0.0 
8 Ahau 8 Yax of the Long Count (928-948), a group of Maya- 
speaking people began moving slowly northeastward across the 
peninsula. Part of these at least were Itza, though others, under 
a leader named Kukulcan, certainly were of central Mexican 
(highlands) origin, but they had been living in what is now south- 
western Campeche, the region around Chakanputun (the modern 
Champoton) for some two to two and a half centuries. After 
forty years of wandering, during which the native chronicles pic- 
turesquely record that this Itza-Mexican group was “under the 
trees, under the boughs, under the vines, to their sorrow,” they 
reached Chichen Itza, where they established their capital in a 
Katun 4 Ahau, 968-987 (Table V). 

Chichen Itza, we have seen, had already been previously 
occupied by Old Empire Maya from the southeast, the original 
Itza, who reached there via Coba and Yaxuna, some four and a 
half centuries earlier. We are left in the dark, however, as to 
whether the Itza-Mexican reoccupation of Chichen Itza was peace- 
ful or whether it was effected by conquest. 

Bishop Landa in his famous Relacion de las cosas de Yuca- 



tany written as early as 1566, and our principal Spanish source 
for late (New Empire) Maya history, would seem to infer, in 
the following quotation, that this occupation was peaceful: 

Chichen Itza is a very fine site^ ten leagues from Izamal and eleven from 
Valladolid, It is said that it was ruled by three lords who were brothers 
who came into that country from the west, who were very devout, and 
so they built very beautiful temples and they lived very chastely without 
wives, and one of them died or went away, upon which the others 
acted unjustly and indecently and for this they were put to death, , . . . 
It is believed among the Indians that with the Itzas who occupied Chichen 
Itza there reigned a great lord, named Kukulcan, and that the principal 
building, which is called Kukulcan, shows this to be true. They say that 
he arrived from the west; but they differ among themselves as to whether 
he arrived before or after the Itzas or with them. They say that he was 
favorably disposed, and had no wife or children, and that after his return 
he was regarded in Mexico as one of their gods and called Quetzalcouatl ; 
and they also considered him a god in Yucatan on account of his being a 
just statesman; and this is seen in the order which he imposed on Yucatan 
after the death of the lords, in order to calm the dissensions which their 
deaths had caused in the country. 

This Kukulcan established another city after arranging with the native 
lords of the country that he and they should live there and that all their 
affairs and business should be brought there; and for this purpose they 
chose a very good situation, eight leagues further in the interior than Merida 
is now, and fifteen or sixteen leagues from the sea. They surrounded it 
with a very broad stone wall, laid dry, of about an eighth of a league, 
leaving in it only two narrow gates. The wall was not very high and in 
the midst of this enclosure they built their temples, and the largest, which 
is like that of Chichen Itza, they called Kukulcan, and they built another 
building of a round form, with four doors, entirely different from all the 
others in that land, as well as a great number of others round about joined 
together. In this enclosure they built houses for the lords only, dividing 
all the land among them, giving towns to each one, according to the 
antiquity of his lineage and his personal value. And Kukulcan gave a 
name to this city — ^not his own as the Ah Itzas had done in Chichen Itza, 
which means the well of the Ah Itzas, but he called it Mayapan, which 
means ^‘the standard of the Maya,” because they called the language of 
the country and the Indians (say) **Ichpa^^ which means ^Vithin 



the enclosure.” This Kukulcan lived with the lords in that city for sev- 
eral years;, and leaving them in great peace and friendship,, he returned "by 
the same way to Mexico, and on the way he stopped at Champoton, and, in 
memory of him and of his departure, he erected a fine building in the sea 
like that of Chichen Itza, a long stone’s tlirow from the shore. And thus 
Kukulcan left a perpetual remembrance in Yucatan. 

All the sources, both native and Spanish, agree that these 
newcomers, at least Kukulcan and his immediate followers from 
the southwest, were of Mexican origin. Indeed, both the Landa 
account just quoted, and the opening entry of the Mani chronicle, 
quoted below, clearly indicate this: 

This is the account of the katuns. They left the region of their 
homes: Nonoual, The Tutul Xiu were there to the west of Zuyua. The 
land from whence they came [was] Tulapan Chiconautlan. It is said 
that they travelled four katuns [until] they arrived here in the company 
of Holon Chan Tepeuh and his subjects. When they left [this] region it 
is said that it was [Katun] 8 Ahau, [Katun] 6 Ahau, [Katun] 4 Ahati, 
[Katun] 2 Ahau. 

Four score years and one year. Because one tun [of Katun] 13 Ahau 
[had passed] then when they arrived here to [this] region. Four score 
years and one year all together [lasted] their journey [since] they left their 
lands and came here to [this] region, this Chacnouitan, These are the 
years: 81 years. [Katun] 8 Ahau, [Katun] 6 Ahau, [Katun 4 Ahau], 
[Katun] 2 Ahau, the leader Tutal Xiu arrived at Chacnouitan. One year 
there lacked of five score years, they were in this Chacnouitan. These 
are the total years altogether: 99 years. 

The chronicle from the Tizimin Manuscript has the follow- 
ing account of this same event: 

[Katun] 8 Ahau, [Katun] 6 Ahau, [Katun] 4 Ahau, [Katun] 2 
Ahau. Four score years and one year, in the first tun of [Katun] 1 3 Ahau. 
[Katun] 8 Ahau, [Katun] 6 Ahau, [Katun 4 Ahau], [Katun] 2 Ahau, 
the leader Tutul Xiu arrived in Chacnabiton ; it was one year less than five 
score years. 

According to both these passages, the Xiu departure from 
the land of Nonoual in the country of Tulapan to the west of 
Zuyua took place in a Katun 8 Ahau of the Short Count, which 



I believe had the following Long Count position: 10.6.0.0.0 
8 Ahau 8 Tax (948). Three of the four place-names in this quota- 
tion are of central Mexican (Nahuatl) origin and indicate that 
the “land of Nonoual in the covmtry to the west of Zuyua,” 
from which they had originally come, lay somewhere to the south- 
west of the northern half of the Yucatan Peninsula, while the 
fourth place-name, the land of Chacnouitan, may well have been 
the southwestern corner of the Peninsula of Yucatan itself, the 
ancient Chakanputun (modern Champoton). In any event it 
would seem from the wording of the chronicles that the land of 
Chacnouitan was surely somewhere in the southern or southwest- 
ern part of the northern half of the peninsula. 

According to the passage from Landa already quoted, after 
leaving Chichen Itza, presumably during a Katun 4 Ahau (968— 
987), Kukulcan founded another city in northwestern Yucatan, 
which he called Mayapan. He set over the city as its riding house 
a family named Cocom, and before finally leaving the peninsula 
he erected at Champoton on the west coast a fine building in mem- 
ory of himself and of his departure from the land. 

Finally, according to the Mani and Tizimin chronicles, Uxmal 
was founded in a Katun 2 Ahau, sometime between 987 and 1007, 
by a leader named Ah Zuitok Tutul Xiu, who, with his people, 
presumably also came from the southwest (Table V). Antonio 
de Herrera, the official historian of the Crown of Spain, writing 
in 1598, states explicitly that the Tutul Xiu, at least, came from 
the south. Although Herrera says “south,” it is clear from his 
statement that the direction he really means is “southwest”: 

While the Cocoms were living in this good order, great companies of 
people entered from the south, from the slopes of the sierras of Lacandon, 
who, they were sure, were from Chiapas; and they wandered forty years 
through the abandoned places of Yucatan and finally they reached the 
sierras which lie almost opposite the city of Mayapan, ten leagues from it, 
where they settled and built very fine edifices. And at the end of some 
years, those of Mayapan, being pleased with their manner of living, sent 
to invite them to build dwellings for the lords in the site of the city. The 
Tutul-xius, for thus the foreigners were called, in view of this civility, 
went to the city and built. 



All three of these migrations, those of Kukulcan and his fol- 
lowers, both Itza and Mexican, the Cocom, and the Xiu, were 
the final waves of Lizana’s Great Descent. 

We see at the end of the tenth century the play of new forces 
in the northern Yucatan scene. Chichen Itza, an Old Empire 
peripheral center, passed into the hands of a new dynasty, which 
had come from Chakanputun on the southwest coast of Yucatan. 

Mayapan, destined to become the political center of northern 
Yucatan in the Mexican Period, was founded from Chichen Itza 
by a prince named Kukulcan, of Mexican origin. Finally, Uxmal 
was founded about the same time by a leader whom the chronicles 
call Ah Zuitok Tutul Xiu, whose appellative Xiu is almost cer- 
tainly of Mexican origin, and who, other sixteenth-century Span- 
ish sources definitely state, was a native of Mexico. 

Who then were these newcomers that took over the admin- 
istration of one and founded the two other leading city-states of 
northern Yucatan at the end of the tenth century, forming a con- 
federacy known as the League of Mayapan? 

Evidence both documentary and archaeological' is not wanting 
to indicate that at least the leaders, nobles, and priests may well 
have been, perhaps originaEy were, of Mexican origin, though if 
so they and their ancestors had lived in the peninsula long enough 
— from two to two and a half centuries in the region of Chakan- 
putun— to have acquired the Maya language before they occu- 
pied Chichen Itza and founded Mayapan and Uxmal. 

All the Spanish authorities agree that but one language, Maya, 
was spoken throughout the peninsula, though the strong Mexican 
flavor of the culture brought by these later groups from the south- 
west, as well as the specific statements that their leaders were of 
Mexican origin, makes it probable that originally some of their 
ancestors at least had come from central Mexico, perhaps even 
from Txila, the ancient Toltec capital. Even though this should 
be true, however, it is important to note that they had lived in the 
southwestern part of the peninsula long enough to have become 
completely Mayanized in speech and perhaps even in culture 
before taking over the political direction of northern Yucatan. 



So far as Chichen Itza and Mayapan are concerned, probably 
the two first centers in the north to be established by the Maya- 
Mexican newcomers, the archaeological evidence of a strong 
Mexican influence is overwhelming. This has been repeatedly 
reported at Chichen Itza, the greater part of which dates from the 
New Empire rather than the pure Maya (Old Empire) period, 
and it has also been found to hold true at Mayapan, though to a 
much lesser degree. 

Concerning the beginning of the Puuc Period of New Empire 
history, it seems safe to conclude that during the last half of the 
tenth century several groups of closely related peoples, probably 
of Mexican origin so far as their leadership was concerned, 
though all spoke Maya, entered the peninsula from the south- 
west and proceeded to assume the political direction of northern 
Yucatan, establishing Maya-Mexican dynasties at the capitals of 
the three leading city-states: the followers of Kukulcan at Chichen 
Itza, the Cocom at Mayapan, and the Xiu or Tutul Xiu at Uxmal. 

In this same Katun 2 Ahau (987-1007) the League of Maya- 
pan was organized. Perhaps as intruders forming only a rela- 
tively small minority, and thus feeling the need of mutual pro- 
tection in their new homes, the leaders of these three cities formed 
a confederacy called the League of Mayapan, under which they 
ruled the country jointly. 

There seems to have followed an era of general prosperity 
under the league, since two of its members, Chichen Itza and 
Uxmal, during this period grew to be the greatest cities of the 
New Empire, the only Class i sites in the northern half of the 
peninsula according to my grouping of the Maya cities, based on 
their relative sizes (chapter xiii, p. 318). 

Architecture reached new levels of attainment at both these 
cities. At Chichen Itza the imposing pyramid temples with their 
barbaric feathered-serpent columns in honor of Kukulcan — ^the 
founder of the new dynasty, and later perhaps deified as the 
Feathered Serpent, patron deity of the city (Plates 40, b, and 44, 
ff) — ^the vast colonnaded halls, and the Caracol or astronomical 
observatory, a high, round tower (Plate 42, a), are especially 



typical of this period. Uxmalj on the other hand, became as typi- 
cally Maya Renaissance (Puuc) in its architecture. Indeed the 
Maya Renaissance reached its most magnificent expression at 
Uxmal in the Palace of the Governors — ^probably the finest edi- 
fice ever constructed in ancient America (Plates25, «,and 38, h ) — 
and in the scarcely less spectacular Monjas Quadrangle (Plates 46 
and 47). The Xiu capital was the greatest Maya center of the 
New Empire, as Chichen Itza was its greatest Maya-Mexican 
center. 

Other sites, the very names of which are now unknown, multi- 
plied on every sidej and, under the peaceful conditions which 
prevailed during the eleventh and twelfth centuries, northern 
Yucatan enjoyed a prosperity literally never equaled before or 
since. 

This period, as already noted, may well be called the Maya 
Renaissance. Art and architecture flourished anew, the latter indeed 
as never before. This was the last distinguished phase of Maya 
culture. After its end in the tenth tun, or year of a Katun 8 Ahau, 
that is in 1194, brought about by a disastrous civil war between 
Chichen Itza and Mayapan to be described in the next section 
(New Empire II, Table III), the Maya never again regained 
their cultural pre-eminence in any field. And while it took the 
Maya political machine in northern Yucatan another two and a 
half centuries to “run down,” and still another two and a half 
centuries before it finally collapsed at the end of the seventeenth 
century in central Peten, a cultural decline set in from this time 
forward, from which the Maya never again recovered. 

THE MEXICAN PERIOD. THE ASCENDENCY OF MAYAPAN, AND MAYA 
DECLINE (new EMPIRE II IO. 18 .IO.O.O TO 1 1. 12.0.0.0 

[1194-1441]) 

The cause of the war between Chichen Itza and Mayapan 
remains obscure. Although a Helen of Troy motive has been 
injected into this event, based upon two very obscure passages in 
the Books of Chilam Balam of Mani and Tizimin, telling how 
the bride of a certain Ah Ulil, the ruler of Izamal, had been kid- 



naped by Chac Xib Chac, the rxiler of Chichen Itza, the real issue 
would appear to have been long-standing political and econonaic 
jealousies between the east as represented by Chichen Itza and 
the west as represented by Mayapan. 

At this time the Cocom leader at Mayapan was named Hunac 
Geel, or, as he is less frequently designated, Ah Nacxit Kukulcan, 
the latter possibly more in the natvire of a title in memory of the 
founder of the dynasty than a name, just as the given name 
Caesar eventually became a title. In the ensuing war against 
Chichen Itza, Hunac Ceel summoned to his aid mercenary troops 
from Mexican garrisons kept at Xicalanco, the region lying just 
west of the Laguna de Terminos (eastern Tabasco, Mexico). The 
Mexican origin of these mercenary troops is further confirmed 
by the fact that all seven of the warriors who are mentioned as 
Hunac Ceel’s commanders in this war — ^Ah Zinteyut Chan, Tzun- 
tecum (Mexican Tzontecomatl), Taxcal (Taxcatl), Pantemit 
(Pantemid), Xuchueuet (Xochihuehuetl), Ytzcuat (Itzcoad), 
and Kakaltecat (Cacaltecatl) — surely have Mexican names. 

Bishop Landa, without mentioning the names of these Mexi- 
can chiefs specifically, states that the Cocoms had Mexican allies: 

The Governor Cocom began to covet riches and for this reason he ar- 
ranged with the troops of the garrison, which the kings of Mexico kept at 
Tabasco and Xicalango, to hand over the city to them. And thus he 
brought the Mexican people into Mayapan, and oppressed the poor and 
made many slaves, and the lords would have put him to death but for the 
fear which they had of the Mexicans. And the lord of the Tutul Xius 
never consented to this. And the Yucatecans, finding themselves in this 
situation learned from the Mexicans the use of arms, and they soon be- 
came masters of the bow and arrow, the lance and the axe, their shields 
and strong cuirasses made of quilted cotton, as well as the other instru- 
ments of war, so that finally they neither admired the Mexicans nor 
feared them; on the contrary they took little accoimt of them; and in 
this situation they lived several years. 

The war which brought about the disruption of the League 
of Mayapan in 1194 seems to have been confined principally to 
Mayapan and Chichen Itza, though other smaller states were 



"" doubtless involved j but there is no mention of the third member 
9 ^ of the confederacy, the Xiu of Uxmal, as having taken any part 
in it. Landa hints at the non-participation of the Xiu in this war 
when he says, “the Lord of the Tutul Xiu never consented to 
this,” that is to Cocom’s enslavement of the Maya after the fall 
of Chichen Itza. 

The war, however, had one definite and immediate political 
repercussion — Mayapan became the leading city-state in northern 
Yucatan for the next two and a half centuries. 

Although both the native and the Spanish historians are 
largely silent as to the events of this long period, the Mani, Tizi- 
min, and Chumayel chronicles indicate attempted reprisals by the 
Itza in the two katuns immediately following the fall of Chichen 
Itza, 1194-12345 but apparently these were unsuccessful. The 
Cocom obliged the other Maya lords, probably including the 
dethroned ruler of Chichen Itza and his principal nobles, to reside 
at the walled city of Mayapan, and to administer the affairs of 
their respective cities, towns, and villages through deputies. Thus 
the persons of the Maya lords themselves became hostages for 
their own good behavior, and thus the tyranny of the Cocom in- 
creased, their growing despotism strengthened and reinforced by 
the presence of their Mexican allies, garrisoned in the walled 
Cocom capital. 

Bishop Landa graphically describes the dramatic ending of 
these tyrannies: 

Among the successors of the Cocom dynasty was another one, very haughty 
and an imitator of Cocom, who made another alliance with the Tabascans, 
placing more Mexicans within the city, and began to act the tyrant and to 
enslave the common people. The chiefs then attached themselves to the 
party of Tutul-xiu, a patriotic man like his ancestors, and they plotted to 
kill Cocom. This they did, killing at the same time all of his sons save one 
who was absent; they sacked his dwelling and possessed themselves of all 
his property, his stores of cacao and other fruits, saying that thus they 
repaid themselves what had been stolen from them. 

Thus in the very first year of Katun 8 Ahau, 1441, goaded 
beyond further endurance by Cocom tyranny, the- Maya chief- 



tains, uniting under the leadership of Ah Xupan Xiu, the then 
Xiu ruler, who was living at Mayapan along with all the other 93 
Maya lords, attacked Mayapan, sacked the city, and slew its ruler 
and all his sons except one who was absent on a trading expedi- 
tion to Ulua at the time. After this successful culmination of the 
war, the victors withdrew to their respective provinces, towns, and 
villages, and all centralized government in Yucatan came to an 
end. 

In another passage Landa inferentially fixes the date of the 
foundation of Mayapan as having taken place about 941, which 
is in remarkable agreement with the native chronicles as to the 
time of this same event: 

, . . . after having been established in this city [Mayapan] for more 
than five hundred years, they abandoned and left it desolate, each going 
to his ovf'n country. 

According to the chronicles, Mayapan was founded sometime 
during Katuns 6 Ahau and 4 Ahau (948-987), and further, since 
five centuries prior to 1441 takes us back to 941, it will be seen 
that Landa and the native chronicles are in general agreement 
as to the foundation date of this, the last great Maya capital, 
during the Mexican Period. 

With the fall of Mayapan, all centralized authority in the 
northern half of the peninsula collapsed, and complete political 
disorganization followed. All the great centers were abandoned, 
never again to be reoccupied ; Yucatan fell apart into a score of 
petty provinces, which, urged on by ancient feuds and jealousies, 
waged incessant warfare, one against another. These conflicts, 
added to the divers calamities during the century following the 
fall of Mayapan (1441-1541), the first part of the Period of 
Disintegration, to be described in the next section, reduced the 
country to political chaos, and paved the way for its final conquest 
by the Spaniards in 1527-1546. The Maya, as cultural leaders, 
were finished 5 and, with the fall of Mayapan, the Mexican Period 
of the New Empire came to an end and the disintegration of Maya 
culture was all but complete (New Empire II, Table III). 


THE PERIOD OF DISINTEGRATION ( NEW EMPIRE Hi- 
ll .12.0.0.0 TO I2.4.I.O.O [1441-1697]) 

Bishop Landa, in describing the various calamities that af- 
flicted Yucatan during the century between the fall of Mayapan 
in 1441 and the final conquest of the country by the Spaniards in 
1527-1546, incidentally definitely fixes the former event as hav- 
ing taken place in the year 1441 of the Christian Era. Four 
of the five native chronicles (all, in fact, except the always dif- 
fering third chronicle from the Book of Chilam Balam of Ghu- 
mayel) as well as the two leading early Spanish authorities — 
Cogolludo, writing in 1656, and Villagutierre Soto Mayor in 
1700 — clearly fix the same event as having taken place in a Katun 
8 Ahau of the Maya Era, 1441-1461, or in other words, during 
the very first year of this particular Katun 8 Ahau, which ex- 
tended from 1441 to 1461. 

Taking the year of his writing, 1566, as his point of depar- 
ture for working backward, Landa says: 

Since the last plague, more than fifty years have now passed, the mor- 
tality of the wars was twenty years prior, the pestilence of the swelling 
was sixteen years before the wars, and the hurricane other sixteen years 
before that, and twenty-two or twenty-three years after the destruction of 
the city of Mayapan. Thus according to this count it has been 125 years 
since its overthrow, within which the people of this country have passed 
through the calamities described. 

This fixes the date of the plague as having fallen in 1516 or 
possibly in 1515, the date of the mortality due to the wars as in 
1496, the date of the pestilence as in 1480, the date of the hurri- 
cane as in 1464, and the date of the destruction of Mayapan as in 
1441. The chronicle from the Book of Chilam Balam of Tizimin 
and the first and second chronicles from the Chilam Balam of 
Chumayel record that there was a pestilence in Katun 4 Ahau 
(that is, in 1480-1500), which pestilence, according to Landa 
happened at the very beginning of this katun, in 1480. Again, 
the first chronicle from the Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel 
describes an epidemic of smallpox as having taken place in Katiux 




a Ahau (1500-1520). This is doubtless Landa’s pestilence “with 
great pustules that rotted the body,” which occurred according to 95 
his reckoning in 1515 or 1516. Small though these two items of 
confirmation may be, they indicate, nevertheless, the high degree 
of reliability of the native chronicles, our principal documentary 
sources for the reconstruction of New Empire history. 

After the fall of Mayapan, as previously noted, all the larger 
cities were abandoned. The Itza left Chichen Itza, retiring far 
to the south, to the shores of Lake Peten Itza in what is now the 
Department of Peten, Guatemala, and establishing their new 
capital, Ta Itza, or Tayasal, in the same Katun 8 Ahau, on a 
promontory at the western end of the lake. The Chels, a promi- 
nent noble family of Mayapan, after the fall of the city, estab- 
lished their principal settlement at Tecoh. The single surviving 
son of the slain Cocom ruler, gathering together the remnants 
of his people about him, established his rule at Tibolon, near 
Sotuta. Even the victors, the Tutul Xiu, did not return to Uxmal, 
but founded a new capital, which they called Mani, meaning in 
Maya “it is passed.” 

The last important event in the pre-Conquest history of Yuca- 
tan was the ill-fated pilgrimage of the Xiu ruler and his court 
to offer human sacrifice in the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza in 
1536. As will be shown in the next chapter, not a Spaniard re- 
mained in Yucatan in 1536. After the two previous unsuccessful 
attempts to subjugate the Maya in 1 527-1528 and again in 1531- 
1535, the Spaniards had withdrawn a second time from the penin- 
sula leaving it completely free of foreign invaders. 

Ah Dzun Xiu, also known as Napot Xiu, at this time the ruler 
of the Tutul Xiu at their new capital of Mani, thought the mo- 
ment auspicious for undertaking a pilgrimage to the Well of 
Sacrifice at Chichen Itza to appease by human sacrifice the Maya 
gods, who, for so many years, had been so evilly disposed, afflict- 
ing the land with calamity after calamity, and especially during 
the last few years with devastating droughts. He applied to Nachi 
Cocom, the ruler of Sotuta, through whose province the pilgrims 
were obliged to pass in going from Mani to Chichen Itza, for a 


safe conduct. The Xiu ruler doubtless feared reprisals on the 
part of Na(±i Cocom, on account of the leading part his (Ah 
Dzun’s) own great-grandfather, Ah Xupan Xiu, had played in 
the slaying of Nachi Cocom’s great-grandfather, the last ruler of 
Mayapan. Because of this fear, the Xiu ruler took the precaution 
of first securing a promise of safe passage for himself and his 
people across the Cocom province. 

Nachi Cocom, however, had not forgotten the death of his 
great-grandfather nearly a century before, for which he held Xiu 
treachery responsible, and he therefore welcomed the Xiu request 
as offering a long-awaited opportunity for wholesale revenge. 
The request for a safe-conduct was promptly granted, and pres- 
ently a pilgrimage headed by Ah Dzun Xiu himself. Ah Ziyah 
Xiu, his son and heir-apparent, and forty other leading men of 
the Xiu nation set out from Mani for Chichen Itza via the prov- 
ince of Sotuta. Nachi Cocom with a large delegation of his people 
met them at Otzmal, five miles southeast of the Cocom capital. 

The Xiu pilgrims were royally entertained for four days, but 
at a banquet on the evening of the fourth day the Cocom fell 
upon their guests and killed them all, to a man. This act of 
treachery split the warring Maya anew, pitting the two most 
powerful houses in the northern peninsula, the Cocom of Sotuta 
and the Xiu of Mani, against each other to the bitter end. The 
Xiu, even before 1536, had offered their submission to the Span- 
iards, in the second phase of the conquest (1531-1535), as we 
shall see in the next chapter, but the Cocom, on the other hand, 
had conspicuously refrained from so doing. This doubtless added 
further fuel to ancient Cocom hatred of the Xiu and was an 
additional motive for the Otzmal massacre, which all but wiped 
out the Xiu ruling family. 

This massacre, coming so shortly before the third and final 
phase of the Spanish Conquest, sealed the fate of the New Empire 
Maya. Reviving old hatreds as it did, it effectually prevented a 
united stand against the Spaniards when they returned to 
Yucatan in 1540 in their last and successful attempt to subdue 
the country. Exhausted by civil war, betrayed by a number of 



their own leading native houses, notably the Xiu, Ghels and 
Peches, who from the first had been friendly to the white in- 
vaders, decimated by different calamities— famines, hurricanes 
and pestilences— each of which in turn had ravaged Yucatan dur- 
ing the previous century, the New Empire Maya were in no 
condition to resist the better-armed Spaniards and finally suc- 
cumbed to their superior might (New Empire III, Table III). 



THE SPANISH CONQUEST OP YUCATAN 


THE FIRST ENDURING MAYA CONTACT WITH THE 
WHITE MAN IN 1511 

THE SPANISH CONQUEST now lay immediately ahead. 
Four or five years before the great plague of 1 5 1 5 or 1 5 1 6, that is 
in 1 51 1, the first white men reached Yucatan. In the latter year, a 
Spanish official named Valdivia set out from Darien in a caravel 
for the island of Santo Domingo to report to the Admiral (Diego 
Colon, son of Cristobal Colon, known to us as Columbus), and to 
the governor of that island, concerning the quarrels in Darien be- 
tween Diego de Nicuesa and Vasco Nunez de Balboa, the discov- 
erer of the Pacific Ocean j Valdivia took with him twenty thousand 
ducats of the royal treasure. Near Jamaica the caravel foundered 
on some shoals called Las Viboras and sank. Valdivia and some 
eighteen sailors escaped in a small boat without sails and without 
food of any kind. The Yucatan Current, which flows strongly 
here, carried the survivors westward for fourteen days, during 
which time seven men died from hunger, thirst, and exposure} 
the remaining twelve were cast upon the east coast of Yucatan, 
probably somewhere in the Province of Ekab in the northeastern 
corner of the peninsula. But even on land further misfortunes 
were in store for them. They were seized by an unfriendly Maya 
lord, who immediately sacrificed Valdivia and four companions 
to his idols and gave their bodies to his people for a feast. 
Geronimo de Aguilar, Gonzalo de Guerrero, and five others were 
spared for the moment as being too thin for this cannibalistic 
orgy. Says Aguilar, in describing their situation, “I together with 
six others remained iii a coop, in order that for another festival 
that was approaching, being fatter, we might solemnize their 
banquet with our flesh.” 
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Not relishing this anticipated fate, Aguilar and his com- 
panions managed to escape and fled through the northern Yucatan 
forest to the country of another lord, an enemy of the first chief- 
tain who had sacrificed Valdivia and the others. This second 
lord, more merciful than the first, only enslaved the Spaniards, 
but soon all of them died except two, Aguilar and Guerrero, The 
former was serving still a third Maya chieftain, named Taxmar, 
when Cortes finally reached Yucatan eight years later, in 1519. 
Gonzalo de Guerrero in the meantime had drifted farther south 
•and finally entered the service of Nachan Can, Lord of Chetumal, 
whose daughter he married and by whom he had children. He 
rose to a powerful position in that province. When Cortes’ mes- 
sengers offered to take Guerrero back to the Spaniards in 1519, 
he declined, electing to spend the remainder of his life with his 
Maya family. Aguilar slyly suggests that Guerrero was ashamed 
to rejoin his countrymen “because he has his nostrils, lips, and 
ears pierced and his face painted, and his hands tattooed .... 
and on account of the vice he had committed with the woman 
and his love for his children.” 

This was the first enduring contact between the Maya and 
members of the white race, and it is not improbable that the pesti- 
lence of 1515 or 1516, the mayacimily or “easy death” which was 
characterized by great pustules that “rotted their bodies with a 
great stench so that the limbs fell to pieces in four or five days” 
may well have been the dreaded smallpox, perhaps introduced 
among the Maya by some member of the ill-fated survivors of the 
Valdivia expedition four or five years earlier or, perhaps even 
more probably, transmitted overland from Darien to northern 
Yucatan by Indian traders, who are known to have plied their 
calling back and forth across the intervening region. 

THE FRANCISCO HERNANDEZ DE CORDOBA EXPEDITION, 1 51? 

• Early in 1517, Francisco Hernandez de Cordoba sailed west- 
ward from Santiago de Cuba with three ships in search of slaves. 
It is not clear just where he first sighted the Yucatan mainland j 
some believe it was off Cape Catoche, the northeastern point of 



the peninsula; others believe that he first landed at the Isla de 
Mujeres, a short distance below that cape. The Isla de Mujeres 
was so named because of the statues of Maya goddesses found in 
the temple there, which were being worshiped as idols. Accord- 
ing to the latter view — ^that Isla de Mujeres was his first landfall 
■—Cordoba, after leaving this island, turned northwest to Cape 
Catoche and thence, skirting along the north coast of the peninsula 
and rounding its northwestern point, sailed southward as far as 
the Bay of Campeche, where he landed on Saint Lazarus Day, 
February 23, 1517. At Campeche the Spaniards found a temple 
of stone and on its summit an idol “with two ferocious animals 
which were eating its sides, and a long, thick serpent of stone 
swallowing a lion; and these animals were covered with the blood 
of sacrifices.” Here they heard of a large town near by called 
Champoton, a little farther south along the same coast, whither 
they next proceeded. The Lord of Champoton, one Ah Moch 
Couoh, received the Spaniards with open hostility, and a hot fight 
followed. In spite of the noise, smoke, and flame of gun-fire, 
which the Maya heard and saw for the first time in this battle, 
the Indians fought bravely, inflicting heavy losses both in killed 
and wounded on the infinitely better armed Spaniards; they even 
succeeded in capturing two of the latter alive and carrying them 
off to be sacrificed. Cordoba' himself received no fewer than 
thirty-three wounds and “sadly returned to Cuba” to report the 
new land as very good and rich, because of the few gold trinkets 
he had found at Isla de Mujeres, Ekab, and Campeche; he died 
of his wounds shortly after his return. 

THE JUAN DE GRIJALVA EXPEDITION IN 1518 

Diego de Velasquez, then governor of Cuba, was greatly ex- 
cited by these discoveries, especially by the reports of gold, and 
fitted out another expedition consisting of four ships and two 
hundred men under command of his own nephew, Juan de Gri- 
jalva, Francisco de Montejo, the future conqueror of Yucatan, 
was also a member of this ^cond expedition, which left Cuba 
early in April 1518. 



Grijalva took with him as pilot, one Anton de Alaminos, who 
had piloted the Cordoba expedition j the first landing was made 
at the Island of Cozumel oflF the east coast, where, according to 
the chronicler of the expedition, the Maya fled at sight of the 
Spaniards. Grijalva continued southward along the east coast, 
passing three large towns, one of which is described as follows: 

We followed the shore day and night, and the next day toward sunset 
we perceived a city or town so large, that Seville would not have seemed 
more considerable nor better; one saw there a very large tower; on the 
shore was a great throng of Indians, who bore two standards which they 
raised and lowered to signal us to approach them; the commander [Gri- 
jalva] did not wish it. The same day we came to a beach near which was 
the highest tower we had seen. . . . We discovered a wide entrance lined 
with wooden piles set up by fishermen. 

The largest of the several sites seen by Grijalva along the 
east coast of the peninsula, was probably the ancient town of Zama 
(perhaps the modern archaeological site of Tulum), and the 
“highest tower” was almost certainly the Castillo of Tulum. The 
large bay, mentioned above, was Ascension Bay, which was so 
named because the flotilla discovered it on Ascension Thursday, 
1518. 

This was the southernmost point reached on the east coast 
and from here Grijalva sailed north again, touching at Cozumel 
a second time on the trip back. The flotilla next sailed round 
Cape Catoche and the northern end of the peninsula to Cam- 
peche on the west coast. Continuing southward from Campeche, 
Grijalva discovered the Laguna de Terminos, named the San 
Pablo and San Pedro River, and entered the Rio Tabasco. In this 
region, or in that lying immediately to the west, which was next 
visited, considerable treasure was obtained, including the first 
pieces of .Aztec turquoise-mosaic work the Spaniards had seen. 
Following the coast northward, Grijalva first heard of the Aztec 
nation, presumably at some place on the Veracruz coast, and finally 
reached as far north as the Panuco River. On the return voyage to 
Cuba, the armada put in at Champoton to avenge the defeat of 



Cordoba, the year beforej here the Maya again attacked the 
Spaniards fiercely, killing one and wounding fifty others among 
whom was Grijalva “who received two arrow wounds and had a 
tooth and a half broken!” Because of the savagery of the Indians 
here, the place was named Puerto de Mala Pelea, meaning “Port 
of the Bad Fight.” From Champoton, Grijalva sailed to Cam- 
peche, where, after another skirmish with the Maya, he finally 
returned to Havana, having been gone for five months. 

THE HERNANDO CORTES EXPEDITION IN 1519 

The voyage of Grijalva caused tremendous excitement in 
Cuba, more so even than the discoveries of Cordoba. Yucatan 
was thought to be aland of gold and plenty, where fortune smiled, 
awaiting only the brave and adventurous to seize its riches. A 
third expedition was quickly fitted out, consisting of eleven ships, 
five hundred- men and some horses, the latter at that time almost 
worth their weight in gold in the New World. Hernando Cortes, 
the future conqueror of Mexico, was put in command of the 
armada, and with him went a number of other captains: Fran- 
cisco de Montejo, the future conqueror of Yucatan, Pedro de 
Alvarado, the future conqueror of Guatemala, Diego de Ordaz, 
Gonzalo de Sandoval, Cristobal de Olid, and Bernal Diaz del 
Castillo, all of whom were destined to win imperishable fame in 
the conquest of Mejdco. 

The armada first anchored off the Island of Cozumel, where 
Cortes spent some days. Idols in the temples were destroyed, and 
a cross was erected in one of them. While here, Cortes learned of 
the presence of “bearded men” on the mainland. These, by the 
description the Indians gave of them, seemed to be white men 
and Cortes sent messengers to summon them. In this manner 
Geronimo de Aguilar, already mentioned, was rescued, and later 
served Cortes well as interpreter throughout the conquest period. 

Leaving Cozumel, the armada sailed around the north coast 
of the peninsula, touchmg at Campeche, but continuing on to 
the Tabasco River, which was renamed Grijalva in honor of its 
discoverer the year before. In Tabasco, Cortes was given a beau- 



tiful young Indian girl named Malinal (for one of the twenty 
days of the Aztec calendar), afterward christened Marina, who 
was destined to play a vital role in the conquest of Mexico. 

Whether Chontal Maya or some Nahuatl dialect was the 
native language of this girl is uncertain. Her father, who was 
a cacique or chief, seems to have died when she was still young 
and she was given by her mother to people in Xicalanco, who 
later gave her to others in Tabasco, who in turn, finally gave her 
to Cortes. Marina spoke both Maya and Nathuatl, and since 
Geronimo de Aguilar spoke Maya Mid Spanish, between the two 
they supplied Cortes with a means of communicating in Nahuatl 
with the Aztecs } and together they played roles of incalculable 
importance in the conquest of Mexico, especially in its early stages, 
when there were literally no other interpreters available. See 
chapter ix (pp. 178, 179) for further details about this beautiful 
Mexican girl. 

The conquest of the Aztec nation, the heroic defense and fall 
of Tenochtitlan, is another story, but Cortes, the conqueror of 
Mexico, reappears in the Maya drama (chapter vii, pp. 117-22). 

THE CONQUEST OF YUCATAN BY FRANCISCO DE MONTE JO 
The conquest of Yucatan lasted, on and ofF, for nineteen 
years (i 527-1 546), and may be divided into three active phases, 
separated by two intermediate quiescent periods; 

First phase (1527-1528). Conquest of Yucatan attempted from 
the east 

First interregnum (1528-1531) 

Second phase (1531-1535). Conquest of Yucatan attempted 
from the west 

Second interregnum (1535-1540) 

Third phase ( 1 540-1 546) . Conquest of Yucatan completed from 
the west 

Francisco de Montejo, the Adelantado of Yucatan, was a 
member of both the Grijalva and the Cortes expeditions in 1518 
and 1519, respectively. He did not take part in the conquest of 
Mexico, however, having been sent back from Veracruz to Spain 



in 1519 by Cortes in charge of the Royal Fifth — the Kang’s share 
of the booty, gold, and other treasures — -which had been collected 
from the Indians up to this point. At the same time Montejo 
was to plead Cortes’ cause at the Spanish Court, because certain 
irregularities in connection with Cortes’ departure from Cuba had 
brought him into open rupture with Diego de Velasquez, the 
Governor of Cuba, who had originally placed him in charge of the 
expedition. 

During the seven years Montejo was at Court attending to 
Cortes’ tangled affairs, he applied to the Kang of Spain on his 
own behalf for permission to conquer Yucatan at his (Montejo’s) 
own cost. In a royal decree, dated December 8, 1526, Montejo 
was finally granted the hereditary title of Adelantado, a title 
sometimes conferred upon adventurous gentlemen who were 
willing to risk life and fortune in an attempt to expand the pos- 
sessions of the Spanish Crown, and he was further authorized 
to raise an army for the conquest and colonization of Yucatan. 

FIRST phase: conquest attempted from the east 
(1527-1538) 

The Montejo armada, consisting of three ships and some three 
hundred to four hundred men (authorities differ as to the exact 
number) set sail from Spain about the middle of 1527 under 
Montejo with Alonso d’Avila as second in command} a stop was 
made at Santo Domingo to pick up supplies and horses, and one 
ship was left behind to bring additional supplies later. The two 
other ships made the island of Cozumel toward the end of Sep- 
tember, where Ah Naum Pat, the Lord of Cozumel, received them 
peaceably; after a brief stop, the two ships sailed for the main- 
land, where Montejo took possession of the land in the name of 
God and the King of Castille, somewhere near the flourishing 
town of Xelha in the Province of Ekab, which Montejo rechris- 
tened after his own birthplace in Spain, Salamanca de Xelha, the 
first of no fewer than seven settlements established in Yucatan 
that were to be named Salamanca. 

Considerable discontent having developed among the soldiers, 



Montejo, taking a leaf out of Cortes’ book, resorted to a trick 
practiced by the conqueror of Mexico eight years before at Vera- 
cruz— he set fire to his two ships, literally burning his bridges 
behind him. Leaving forty men at Xelha \mder command of 
d’ Avila, and another twenty at the near-by town of Pole, Montejo 
set out with 125 men on a tour of the towns and villages in the 
northeastern corner of the peninsula. None of the towns visited 
on this tour survives today, and indeed, even the location of most 
of them is unknown; Xamanha, Mochis, and Belmaj the last, the 
largest town in the Province of Ekab, is perhaps to be identified 
with the modern settlement of El Meco on the east coast oppo- 
site Isla de Mujeres. Here the chiefs of the surrounding towns 
were called together to swear allegiance to the Spanish Crown. 

From Belma, the little army proceeded to the town of Conil in 
the Province of Ekab, a settlement which is said to have been 
composed of 5,000 houses j here the Spaniards rested for two 
months. They left Conil in the spring of 1528 for the capital 
of the Province of Chauaca, a town named Chikin Chel, but' some- 
times also called Chauaca. Here the first serious encounter with 
the Indians took place. The Maya, abandoning the town in the 
night, attacked vigorously the next morning, but were defeated. 

From Chauaca the army moved to Ake, some ten miles north 
of the modern town of Tizimin, where the greatest battle thus 
far fought with the Indians took place, in which more than twelve 
hundred Maya were killed. In this action 

the Indians appeared with all the arms which they use in the wars: quivers 
of arrows, poles with their tips hardened by fire, lances with points of sharp 
flints, two-handed swords of very strong woods inset with obsidian blades, 
whistles, and beating the shells of great turtles with deer horns, trumpets 
of large conch -shells of the sea; naked except for the shameful parts 
which were covered with a cloth, [their bodies] daubed with earth of 
divers colors, so they appeared as most ferocious devils; their noses and ears 
pierced with nose- and ear-plugs of bone and stones of varied colors. 

As a result of this battle, all the neighboring Maya chiefs sur- 
rendered, at least for a time. 

From Ake the little army, always dwindling in numbers be- 



cause of the repeated attacks, moved to Sisia and Loche, and from 
jo6 the latter returned to Salamanca de Xelha by an inland route, 
passing through the Provinces of the Taxes and the Gupules, two 
northeastern Maya tribes. 

On returning to Xelha, Montejo found his first settlement 
in desperate straits. Of the forty Spaniards he had left there, 
only twelve remained, while aU twenty of those he had stationed 
at the near-by town of Pole had been massacred. Finally, of the 
125 Spaniards who had accompanied him during his journey into 
the interior, only sixty returned. The entire force now must have 
numbered fewer than one hundred men. 

The third vessel of the little flotilla finally having arrived 
from Santo Domingo, Montejo decided to continue exploration 
of the coast to the south. D’ Avila was sent overland, and Montejo 
in the ship recently arrived from Santo Domingo sailed south- 
ward. He discovered a settlement called Chetumal on a good 
bay and learned that Gpnzalo de Guerrero, a Valdivia survivor, 
was in the vicinity. Although Montejo sent messengers to per- 
suade him to rejoin his countrymen, Guerrero refused a second 
time, as he had refused Cortes nine years before. The Adelan- 
tado and d’ Avila failed to meet in the Province of Chetumal as 
the Maya purposely kept them apart by false reports as to their 
respective whereabouts. D’ Avila, after waiting some time for 
his chief to rejoin him, finally made his way back to Xelha and 
moved the Spanish settlement from this location to the site of 
the near-by town of Xamanha, which was rechristened Salamanca 
de Xamanha, the second settlement named after Monte jo’s birth- 
place in Spain. 

Montejo, after waiting in vain for d’Avila to appear at 
Chetumal, continued southward by water to the Ulua River in 
Honduras, at which point he turned back, rejoining his lieutenant 
at Xamanha. Finally, late in 1528, leaving d’Avila at Xamanha 
as Lieutenant Governor, Montejo sailed around the northern 
coast of the peninsula and returned to New Spain (Mexico), which 
brought to an end the first and unsuccessful attempt to conquer 
Yucatan from the east. 



FIRST INTERREGNUM (1529-I 530) 



Monte jo, having in the meantime secured his own appoint- 
ment 2& Alcalde Mayor of Tabasco, left Mexico City for that 
province in 1529, taking with him his son, also named Francisco 
de Montejo; with their combined efforts they succeeded in paci- 
fying the province and founded the third town of Salamanca at 
Xicalanco near the north coast of Tabasco. 

At this juncture d’Avila was brought back from the east coast 
of Yucatan and sent to reduce the Province of Acalan south and 
east of the Laguna de Terminos, where he established the fourth 
Spanish settlement of Salamanca at Itzamkanac, the capital of 
the province. Montejo did not long enjoy his new position in 
Tabasco, however; the deposed former Spanish governor, hav- 
ing succeeded in regaining power there, threw Montejo into 
prison. Later the Adelantado was allowed to rejoin his son at 
Salamanca de Xicalanco, and finally, both father and son moved 
over to Champoton in southwestern Yucatan, whither d’Avila had 
already preceded them, at which point the opening of the second 
phase of the conquest of Yucatan begins. 


SECOND phase: conquest attempted from the west 

(1531-1535) 

From Champoton the Adelantado moved to Campeche, where 
the fifth town of Salamanca was established. From this point as a 
base of operations, the second attempt to reduce Yucatan was 
launched with from 400 to 500 soldiers. D’Avila was sent to the 
Province of Chauaca in the east. On his way thither he passed 
through the Province of Mani, where the Xiu gave him a friendly 
reception; finally he reached the Province of Chetumal in the 
far southeast, where he founded z Villa Real, or Royal Town. 
The natives here were of different caliber from those in the west, 
as the Spaniards had found to their cost during the first attempt 
to subdue Yucatan from the east in 1527-1528, and they resisted 
so stubbornly that d’Avila found himself obliged to abandon the 
newly founded Royal Town and to embark in canoes for Hon- 



duras. He got as far southeast as Trujillo, in the latter province, 
jQg before returning to Salamanca de Campeche in 1533 after an 
absence of two years. 

After the departure of d’Avila for the east in 1531, the 
Montejos, father and son, had to withstand a strong attack at 
Campeche in which the elder Montejo nearly lost his life, having 
been dragged from his horse by the fanatical Maya, intent on 
sacrificing him; indeed, he was saved only by the prompt inter- 
vention of one of his faithful soldiers. The Spaniards, however, 
won the battle, which resulted in the surrender of the Province 
of Ah Canul, north of Campeche. 

Montejo next sent his son with the title of Lieutenant Gov- 
ernor to conquer the northern provinces, instructing him to divide 
the services of the Indians encountered among his followers; the 
Adelantado himself remained behind at the newly founded town 
of Salamanca de Campeche. The younger Montejo first went 
to the Province of the Cupules, to the site of the former Itza 
capital at Chichen Itza, which by this time was completely aban- 
doned and overgrown with trees. He was received somewhat re- 
luctantly by the Cupul ruler, Naabon Cupul, who lodged Montejo 
in his own house. The latter, finding the numerous population 
at least submissive, if not enthusiastically friendly, founded the 
first Ciudad Real or Royal City at Chichen Itza, and divided the 
towns and villages of the region among his soldiers, each Spaniard 
being allotted the services of between two and three thousand 
Indians. 

The Cupules soon became dissatisfied under Spanish rule, 
quickly tiring of paying tribute, of forced labor, and of various 
other oppressions of the white strangers. After six months of 
the foreign yoke, Naabon Cupul, incited by the Maya priests, tried 
to kill Montejo, but in the attempt lost his own life. The death 
of their ruler increased the hatred of the Cupules for the Span- 
iards, to whom they finally refused to pay tribute and to render 
forced service; about the middle of 1533, together with the In- 
dians of the neighboring provinces of Ekab, Sotuta, and Cochuah, 
they blockaded the small Spanish garrison at Chichen Itza; for- 



tunately for the invaders, however, the Xiu, Chel, and Pech 
tribes in the western peninsula remained faithful. 

The younger Montejo, seeing that the whole countryside was 
roused against him, determined to abandon the newly founded 
Royal City, which could hardly have been more than a small mili- 
tary camp in spite of its imposing name, and to rejoin his father 
in the west. To accomplish this maneuver, according to an early 
chronicler, he resorted to the following ruse, 

.... finally one night they abandoned the town, leaving a dog attached 
to the clapper of a bell, and a little bread placed at one side so that he could 
not reach it; and the same day they wearied the Indians with skirmishes, 
so that they should not follow them. The dog rang the bell in his efforts 
to reach the bread, which greatly astonished the Indians, who thought the 
Spaniards wished to attack them; later when they learned how they had 
been tricked they resolved to look for the Spaniards in all directions, as 
they did not know which road they had taken. And those who had taken 
the same road overtook the Spaniards, shouting loudly as at people who 
were running away, because of which six horsemen awaited them in an 
open place and speared many. One of the Indians seized a horse by the 
leg and felled it as though it were a sheep. 

The younger Montejo finally reached Dzilam in the Province 
of the Chels where the young Chel lord, Namux Chel, who was 
already a Christian, received him with friendship. Later in the 
spring of 1534 the younger Montejo rejoined his father at Dzibi- 
kal in the Province of Chakan near T’ho (the present Merida), 
affairs at Dzilam having gone from bad to worse. 

Returning to the Adelantado, whom we left at Campeche in 
1531, we find that by 1533 he had advanced as far inland as the 
Province of Mani and visited the Xiu ruler there, presumably 
Ah Dzun Xiu, who, as we have seen in the preceding chapter, lost 
his life three years later in 1536 at Otzmal. The Xju throughout 
the conquest repeatedly showed their friendship for the Span- 
iards, and it was largely owing to their timely aid on more than 
one occasion that Spanish authority was finally established perma- 
nently in the peninsula. As just noted, the Montejos, father and 



son, met at Dzibikal in the spring of 1534, and shortly afterward 
the Adelantado founded the second Royal City at Dzilam, where 
the Spaniards are said to have “suffered many privations and 
dangers.” 

When the Adelantado determined to return to Campeche, 
the friendly Namux Chel, the young Lord of Dzilam, offered to 
conduct him thither in person, accompanied by two of his first 
cousins. The two cousins were taken in chains, perhaps as hostages, 
though Namux Chel was provided with a horse for the long over- 
land journey, which was calculated to be forty-eight leagues or 
about 125 miles. Montejo left his son at Dzilam to carry on the 
work of conquest and pacification as best he might. The Adelan- 
tado was well received by the Indians around Campeche, where 
he was presently joined by d’ Avila as previously noted, and, not 
long afterwards also by his son, who found his position at Dzilam 
so difficult as to be no longer tenable. 

Just at this juncture the conquest of Yucatan received a fur- 
ther serious setback. News of the conquest of Peru and the gold 
and riches to be had there reached the disheartened followers of 
Montejo at Campeche j tales, we may be sure, that lost nothing 
in the retelling. Already the Spaniards had been fighting through 
the thick bush of northern Yucatan, a hot, parched and unfriendly 
country, for seven years, having found no more gold than would 
fill a few helmets, and no mines of any sort. Moreover, they had 
begun to realize that no matter how hard they might fight there 
would be no rich rewards in spoils and booty such as the soldiers 
of Cortes had reaped thirteen years earlier in the highlands of 
central Mexico, and such as the companions of Pizarro were now 
gaining in Peru. In the face of the latter golden lure, the Adelan- 
tado could no longer hold together his already depleted forces. 
The little army gradually dwindled until it became necessary, at 
least temporarily, to abandon the conquest of Yucatan a second 
time. Finally, late in 1 534 or early in 1535, the Adelantado with- 
drew from Campeche to Veracruz with his son, his nephew, also 
named Francisco de Montejo, and the remnant of his badly de- 
pleted army. 



SECOND INTERREGNUM ( 1535“! 540) 

Ever since he had first visited Honduras in 1 528, the Adelan- 
tado had been petitioning the Spanish King for the governorship 
of that province, which, combined with the Adelantazgo of Yuca- 
tan, already his by royal grant, and certain administrative rights in 
Tabasco and Chiapas, which he claimed, would have given him 
a tremendous jurisdiction — ^all of what is now southern Mexico 
and northern Central America. In answer to his several petitions, 
Monte jo was finally named Governor and Captain General of 
the province of Honduras-Hibueras in 1535, although notice of 
this appointment did not reach him xmtil after he had left Yuca- 
tan for Mexico City, and he did not actually go to Honduras the 
second time until 1537. 

The Honduras episode was unsuccessful from the outset. 
When he reached the province a revolt among the Indians broke 
out} hardly had this been subdued, when Montejo found him- 
self far more seriously involved with another Adelantado, also 
an old companion-at-arms, Pedro de Alvarado, who had been 
named Governor and Captain General of Guatemala by royal 
appointment. But the latter also claimed jurisdictional rights 
over Honduras as well as Guatemala, and in August 1539 Mon- 
tejo was obliged to give up his interests in Honduras-Hibueras 
to Alvarado in return for the latter’s rights to the governorship 
of Chiapas } after this, Montejo returned to Tabasco, where his 
son was acting as Lieutenant Governor and Captain General dur- 
ing his father’s absence. 

As early as 1535 a Franciscan named Fray Jacobo de Testera 
had gone to Champoton to subdue Yucatan, if possible, by peaceful 
means} indeed, the Crown had promised him that all Spanish sol- 
diers would be excluded from the country until he had first made 
an attempt to subjugate it by preaching. He was having some suc- 
cess at this when Captain Lorenzo de Godoy suddenly appeared at 
Champoton with Spanish soldiers sent by Montejo the Younger 
to reduce the re^on. Trouble between Testera and Godoy broke 
out immediately and the former, disgusted with the military 
intrusion, returned to Mexico, 



Affairs at Champoton under Godoy went from bad to worse. 
The Gouohs of the surrounding region were becoming more and 
more warlike until, in 1537, Montejo the Younger was obliged 
to send his cousin from Tabasco to take charge of the situation 
at Champoton j here the latter founded the sixth settlement of 
Salamanca — Salamanca de Champoton. The new Spanish leader 
at Champoton was more politic than Godoy had been and managed 
to persuade the Indians to be less hostile} but want and misery 
continued and this last Spanish toe hold in Yucatan became more 
and more precarious. 

THIRD phase: conquest completed from the west 

BY FRANCISCO DE MONTEJO THE YOUNGER 

(1540-1546) 

The Adelantado was now about 67 years old and had been 
trying to reduce Yucatan for thirteen years but with only negli- 
gible results. He was weary, disillusioned, impoverished, and 
resolved to entrust the active prosecution of the conquest to his 
son, who was to be aided by the latter’s cousin of the same name, 
Francisco de Montejo. 

In 1540 the Adelantado drew up a formal document turning 
over the conquest of Yucatan to his son and giving him elaborate 
instructions as to the course he was to adopt toward the Indians, 
the division of land among his soldier-colonists, and even the place 
where he was to locate the Spanish capital of the as yet unconquered 
province. Early in 1541 Montejo the Younger left Tabasco by 
water for Champoton, where his cousin had already been sta- 
tioned, as we have seen, for more than two years, during which 
time the warlike Couohs of other days had become very friendly. 
Shortly after his arrival at Champoton, Montejo moved his head- 
quarters to Campeche, which had been previously founded as a 
Spanish city on October 4, 1540, by his cousin} this was the first 
permanent Spanish cabildo or town government to be set up in 
the northern Maya area. The army again now numbered between 
300 and 400 soldier-colonists under the command of Montejo, 
the son, with his cousin as second in charge. 



Early in 1541 Montejo summoned all the Maya lords to 
Campeche to render submission to the Spanish Crown. The Xiu 
ruler and a number of neighboring caciques obeyed the summons, 
but the ever-hostile Province of Ah Canul refused. Montejo 
then dispatched his cousin to subdue the Ah Canules, while he 
remained behind at Campeche to await the arrival of new recruits. 
His cousin set out from Tenabo in Campeche and met the Ah 
Canules in the Province of Chakan, near T’ho (the modern 
Merida), defeating them. In the late summer of 1541, Montejo 
the Younger on his way from Campeche to T’ho, met more of the 
Xiu chieftains at Tuchicaan, a village on the road between Cam- 
peche and T’ho, and received their submission. Finally, in the 
early fall of 1 541, Montejo the Younger reached the site of T’ho, 
whither his cousin had preceded him, and on the following 6th of 
January O.S. (1542), the Day of the Holy Kings, he founded 
what later became “The Very Noble and Very Loyal City of 
Merida,” setting up the second Spanish cabildo in the northern 
Maya area. 

On January 23, seventeen days after the foundation of 
Merida, the Spanish sentries stationed at the base of the large 
Maya pyramid where Monte jo’s little army was encamped 
sighted a great multitude of Indians escorting a young Maya 
lord, seated in a palanquin. From the deference shown him it 
was obvious that he was a personage of high degree. At first the 
Spaniards were terrified, fearing an immediate attack in force, 
but to their great relief the Indian lord, on descending from his 
palanquin, made signs that he came in peace, bringing with him 
large supplies of corn, vegetables, and fowl, of which the Span- 
iards, who were all but starving, were in dire need. 

Through an interpreter, this Indian indicated that he was the 
Lord Tutul Xiu, supreme ruler of the large Province of Mani, 
that he greatly admired the bravery of the white men, and that he 
wanted to know them and see some of their religious ceremonies. 
Montejo, delighted at the happy turn of events, ordered the 
chaplain of the army to celebrate “a solemn Adoration of the 
Holy Cross” in which all the Spanish solcHers took part. The Xiu 


ruler was deeply impressed, even imitating the movements of the 
Spaniards in the ceremony, and said that he wished to become a 
Christian himself. He stayed at the Spanish camp for two months, 
during which time he was instructed in the Catholic faith, and 
before he left, he was baptized Melchor, probably because in very 
truth he was “a. king bearing gifts.” 

The results of this visit were far-reaching, no less than the 
peaceful reduction of the whole western half of the northern 
peninsula. Ever since the fall of Mayapan a century earlier, the 
Xiu Province of Mani had been the most powerful political unit 
in northern Yucatan and its peaceful submission to the Spaniards 
was followed by that of other western provinces, including those 
of the powerful Peches and Cheles. Before leaving T’ho, the 
newly baptized Melchor promised to send ambassadors to the 
other Maya lords, urging them, even though they were not his 
vassals, to give obedience to Monte jo, a promise that was faith- 
fully carried out, and thus the pacification of the west was finally 
accomplished without further fighting. However, the east still 
remained unconquered. 

In the spring of 1542, after the submission of the western 
provinces, Montejo the Younger sent his cousin to the Province 
of Chauaca. All the eastern lords received him peacefully (for 
the time being) except the Cochua chieftains. On May 28, before 
moving against the latter, Montejo, the nephew, founded the 
town of Valladolid at the site of the principal town in the Province 
of Chauaca, which was then said to number from six hundred to 
a thousand inhabitants. After a brief though bitterly contested 
campaign against the Cochua lords, Montejo defeated them. 

Next the Cupules, incited by their priests, revolted at the 
town of Zaci and were in turn subdued. Montejo finally reached 
the east coast at Pole in the Province of Ekab and tried to cross 
the channel separating the mainland from the island of Cozumel, 
but was prevented from so doing by stormy weather. In the at- 
tempt, however, nine Spaniards were drowned and a tenth was 
killed by the Maya. Exaggerated reports of these losses encour- 
aged both the Cupules and the Cochuas to revolt again. 



Owing to the unhealthfulness of the site chosen for the first 
settlement of Valladolid, Montejo on March 14, 1544, moved 
the new settlement to the Indian town of Zaci, already mentioned, 
and here the modern city of Valladolid has remained to the pres- 
ent day. The Indian town of Zaci was the governmental and 
religious center for forty villages within a day’s journey of it, 
and of as many more within a radius of forty to fifty miles. 

Landa describes the unrest among the eastern Maya as follows : 

The Indians received with sorrow the yoke of slavery, but the Span- 
iards had the towns of the country well divided into refartimientos [indi- 
vidual holdings]. 

The eastern provinces, Cupul, Cochua, Sotuta, and Chetumal, 
and to a lesser degree that of the Tazes, still managed to retain 
their independence, and it was obvious that further military action 
against them would be necessary. 

But the conquest of Yucatan at long last was drawing to a 
close ; only one more bloody revolt in the east was to occur before 
final Spanish victory. This revolt involved a conspiracy of prac- 
tically all the eastern provinces, and the night of November 8, 
1546, was chosen for the uprising, perhaps because that date fell 
on the auspicious Maya day “i Imix,” the first day of the Maya 
sacred, or ritualistic, year of 260 days. 

Through information from friendly Indians, Merida and 
Campeche in the west had previous word of the impending revolt, 
but in the east, the surprise was complete. Says a contemporary 
Spanish writer: 

Late in the year of ’46 the natives of all these provinces, of the Cu- 
pules, Tazes, and Chikin Cheles rose and rebelled against His Majesty, 
making a great massacre of the Spanish encomenderos [those among whom 
the Indians had been divided] of whom they killed eighteen Spaniards who 
were in their towns, where they sacrificed them .... and besides more 
than four hundred Indian free-men who served the Spaniards as servants, 
without leaving anything alive, if it was a thing that savoured of the Span- 
ish, including the herds and other things, until help came from the city of 
Merida in the same year and the natives became peaceful again, the cul- 
prits being punished. 



When the revolt began both the younger Montejos, son and 
nephew, were in Campeche, awaiting the arrival of the Adelan- 
tado from Chiapas. The latter reached Merida in December, but 
the cabildo had already dispatched Captain Francisco Tamayo 
Pacheco with soldiers to Valladolid to quell the uprising. The 
Adelantado raised additional troops in his plantations at Cham- 
poton and Campeche and sent them to Valladolid in command 
of his nephew. The latter, after losing twenty Spaniards and 
several hundred of the contingent of friendly Indians, finally 
defeated the coalition of the eastern Maya chieftains in a single 
engagement and shortly afterward conquered the extreme south- 
ern province of Uaymil-Chetumal, where the seventh and last 
town of Salamanca was founded by Melchor Tamayo Pacheco, a 
brother of Francisco. This last uprising for a time seriously chal- 
lenged Spanish authority in Yucatanj but with these victories, 
which came at the very end of 1 546, the third and last phase of 
the conquest of Yucatan was brought to a successful conclusion. 



THE SPANIfH CONQUEST OP PETEN 


THE HERNANDO CORTES EXPEDITION TO HONDURAS- 
HIBOERAS. 1524-1525 

THE CONQUEROR of Mexico was the first white man to enter 
the region occupied by the Maya Old Empire, when in 1524- 
1525 he traversed the Department of Peten, Guatemala, from its 
northwest to its southeast corners, on his historic march from 
Mexico to the Province of Honduras-Hibiieras. 

Three years after the conquest of Mexico in 1521, Cortes 
sent one of his captains, Cristobal de Olid, to Honduras to subdue 
that distant region. Olid, finding himself so far from his leader, 
seized the opportunity to rebel against the latter’s authority and 
to set himself up independently. News of this defection having 
reached Mexico, Cortes set out from Tenochtitlan (now Mexico 
City) on October 12, 1525, thirty-three years to the very day 
after Columbus had discovered the New World, to march over- 
land to Honduras to subdue his disloyal captain. 

This heroic anabasis, from Espiritu Santo in the Province of 
Coatzacoalcos of the Vice-royalty of Nueva Espana (now Puerto 
Mexico in the State of Veracruz, Mexico) through Nito, an vm- 
determined site probably located on the southeast bank of the 
Rio Duke (now in the Department of Izabal, Guatemala) to 
Trujillo in the Province of Honduras, now the republic of the 
same name, took about six months, from October 1524 to April 
1525. This formidable undertaking constitutes one of the great- 
est sustained efltorts in military history. Because of the all-but-im- 
passable character of the intervening terrain — swamps, marshes, 
lagoons, many deep rivers, especially in Tabasco, trackless forests 
and precipitous mountain ranges — ^across the very heart of the 
Maya Old Empire, in the hot, humid Atlantic coast-plain of 



Middle America, the attendant hardships and privations were 
jjg almost beyond mortal endurance and the army was always just 
one step ahead of actual starvation. 

Cortes was accompanied by about 140 Spanish soldiers, of 
whom 93 were mounted, and by more than 3,000 Indians from 
Mexico, with some 1 50 horses, a herd of pigs, artillery, munitions, 
and supplies} and- — because he dared not leave them behind — also 
by Quauhtemoc, Cohuanacox, and Tetlepanquetzal, the deposed 
rulers of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan, respectively. To 
transport such a large body of men across this then unknown wil- 
derness, a journey of more than five hundred miles, even today 
with the best modern camp equipment available — portable kitch- 
ens, collapsible shelters, mosquito-bars, condensed foods, adequate 
medical supplies, and the like — would tax severely the strength 
and endurance of a well-organized modern army} but when it is 
remembered that this expedition was undertaken in the early years 
of the sixteenth century, when the New World had been discov- 
ered less than four decades earlier and Mexico conquered less than 
four years before, Cortes’ outstanding qualities of leadership, his 
courage, daring, judgment, diplomacy, and, above all, his tenacity 
of purpose, are magnified to well-nigh imbeiievable proportions. 
Indeed, his march across the Maya area in 1524 and 1525 re- 
mains one of the outstanding achievements in human history. 

Cortes entered the Maya area in what is now central Tabasco, 
Mexico, and crossed the Usumacinta River, probably just below 
the modern town of Tenosique. Pushing generally eastward 
through swamps and jungles, he reached the Province of Acalan, 
ruled by a Chontal-Maya lord named Paxbolon Acha, toward 
the close of February 1525. Somewhere near the western fron- 
tier of this province in, or perhaps more likely very near, the 
northwestern corner of Peten, occurred what was probably the 
blackest deed of Cortes’ brilliant career— the summary execution 
of the last Aztec emperor, Quauhtemoc, and of his fellow ruler, 
Tetlepanquetzal, the Lord of Tlacopan. 

Although, when these princes had surrendered at Tenoch- 
titlan four years before, Cortes had solemnly promised them their 



lives, here in the distant wilds of Acalan, this promise was broken, 
though, it must be admitted, under considerable provocation. The 
two eyewitnesses of this tragedy who have left accounts of it are 
Cortes himself and one of his captains, Bernal Diaz del Castillo j 
both are in agreement that there was a conspiracy among the Aztec 
lords to fall upon the Spaniards in the swamps, morasses, and 
trackless jungles, which they had reached, and there to slay them 
all. That this was no idle fear is further confirmed by a recently 
discovered nearly contemporary document, forgotten for more 
than three centuries in the dusty files of a government archive at 
Seville, Spain, the famous Archives of the Indies. This docu- 
ment, dated in i6i2, is no less than a petition of the Chontal 
ruler of that day, one Pablo Paxbolon, a grandson of the Pax- 
bolon Acha who was Lord of the Province of Acalan when Cortes 
passed through that region early in 1525. This petition is an 
application to the Crown of Spain for a pension for himself, 
because of his grandfather’s services to the Crown, nearly a 
century earlier. 

The petitioner relates how Quauhtemoc approached his grand- 
father and urged the latter to join the conspiracy against the 
Spaniards, pointing out how Cortes was abusing the Chontal and 
robbing them. Paxbolon Acha, however, was wary of these coim- 
sels (according to the prejudiced testimony of his grandson it must 
be remembered) and, seeing for himself that Cortes was not rob- 
bing his subjects, but, on the contrary, was paying for all the food 
he was getting from them, he finally betrayed the conspiracy to 
the Spanish leader. 

The danger was obviously very great. The Spaniards were 
probably outnumbered fifty to one by the Indians, counting both 
the Aztecs and the Chontal Maya of Acalan, and immediate 
action was imperative. Cortes arrested the two leaders forthwith 
and hanged them without delay. Pablo Paxbolon, however, in 
his account of the affair says the two Aztec lords were beheaded. 
An interesting Aztec hieroglyphic manuscript, the Mapa de 
Tepechpan, dating from the middle sixteenth century, seems to 
indicate that both accounts may be correct. This manuscript por- 



trays Quauhtemoc’s headless body hanging by his feet (Fig. 3). 
Above appears the body of the dead Aztec ruler swathed in 
bandages- — the Aztec symbol denoting death} his name-glyph, 
an eagle, is attached to his head, and below appears his headless 
body hanging by its feet from a tree. 

Cortes, with 600 Chontal Indians as carriers, left Itzamkanac, 
the capital of the Province of Acalan, on March 5, 1525, and, 
proceeding generally southeastward, reached the shores of Lake 
Peten Itza and the Province of the Itza eight days later. Here 
Canek, the Itza ruler, having crossed from Tayasal, the Itza 
capital, in six canoes with thirty of his warriors, met Cortes on the 
northern shore of the lake. Cortes had the Catholic priests with 
the expedition celebrate Mass, which so impressed Canek that he 
promised to destroy his idols and replace them with the worship 
of the Cross. He invited Cortes to visit Tayasal, which invitation 
the latter accepted, though strongly against the wishes of his men, 
who feared treachery. He took with him twenty Spanish soldiers, 
while the rest of the army proceeded around the western end of 
the lake to wait for him on the southern shore. 

Before rejoining the army, Cortes asked Canek to care for a 
favorite horse which had gone lame until such a time as he should 
either return or send for it. This animal, or rather an idol made to 
look like it, under the name of Tzimin Chac, “The Thunder 
Horse,” will be discussed in a later section of this chapter. 

After crossing the savannas southeast of Lake Peten Itza, 
the army entered a terrible terrain, the rugged, broken country 
on the western flanks of the Maya Mountains (Plate i). Here 
they encountered a pass so tortuous and rugged that, although it 
was only twenty miles in length, it took the tired army twelve 
days to traverse it. During this time more than two-thirds 
of the horses were lost, either through falling down precipitous 
slopes, or because they had to be killed on account of broken legs. 

Emerging from this pass of punishment, they reached a large 
river greatly swollen by torrential rains, which had never ceased 
falling all the time the army was crawling through the pass. 
Turning upstream to look for a better fording place, they encoun- 



tered a series of “terrifying and impetuous rapids.” Today these immmm 
same rapids at the southwestern corner of the present British j2l 
Honduras, on the border of Guatemala, are ironically known as 
“Gracias a Dios.” It took the army two days to find its way over 
these rapids, more horses being lost in the crossing. Beyond 
lay the village of Tenciz, which the badly crippled little 
force reached on April 1 5, the Saturday before Easter 
in 1 525. Here the weary Spaniards rested two days. 

After leaving Tenciz, the army became lost in a 
wilderness of hills, the modern Santa Cruz Mountains, 
north of Lake Izabal (Plate i). The Indian guides 
deserted here, and had it not been for the lucky capture 
of an Indian boy, who finally led them from the cul-de 
sac in which they found themselves, all would 
have surely perished of hunger at the moment 
when the march was practically over. 

Just beyond this point, for the first time, 

Cortes heard definite news of the Spaniards 
he was seeking; and, to the unbounded de- 
light of every soul in the exhausted army, it 
was learned that Nito, the objective of their 
incredible wanderings, which I believe was 
located on the southeastern bank of the Rio 
Duke, at last lay only two days’ journey 
ahead. 

The final lap of this heroic odyssey took 
the completely exhausted Spaniards three days instead of two 
before they finally emerged on the northwestern bank of the Rio 
Dulce opposite Nito; here Cortes was met by one Diego Nieto 
representing the authorities of the little settlement. Cortes with 
ten or twelve companions crossed immediately to the other side 
of the river and the rest of the army straggled in during the next 
five or six days, thus ending one of the greatest adventures in 
human history. 

On his march diagonally across the Maya area, Cortes visited 
the site of only one important Maya center, namely Tayasal, 



Fig. 3. — Death of the Aztec 
Emperor, Cuauhtemoc, in 
the Province of Acalan in 
1525, according to the 
Mapa de Tepechpan. 



2awn though he must have passed within a few miles of several others, 
122 n-Otably Palenque, Laguna Perdida, Itsimte, Polol, Motul de 
San Jose, Ixkun, and Pusilha, and indeed ended his journey at 
Nito, not far northeast of Quirigua (Plate 19). 

THE PERIOD FOLLOWING THE EXPEDITION OF CORTES- 

1525-1696 

With the conquest of Yucatan completed (1546), there re- 
mained only one independent Maya group — the powerful Itza 
nation, centering around the western end of Lake Peten Itza in 
northern Peten, Guatemala — ^which was able to continue to resist 
the Spaniards and to maintain its political independence for yet 
another century and three quarters. 

Tayasal, the Itza capital, was a long distance either from 
Merida in northern Yucatan (300 miles) or from St. James of 
the Gentlemen of Guatemala, the Spanish capital in the southern 
highlands (180 miles), and for nearly a century after Cortes had 
visited Tayasal in 1525 neither Yucatan nor Guatemala made any 
attempts to reduce the remote and extremely hostile Province of 
the Itza. 

Between 1550 and 1556 several Franciscan missionaries had 
made evangelizing expeditions from Campeche into the near-by 
Province of Acalan, south and east of the Laguna de Terminos, 
and had finally persuaded the Chontal. Maya of that region to 
move nearer to Campeche, where they could be more easily in- 
structed in the Catholic faith. The capital of Acalan was moved 
from Itzamkanac, several days’ journey into the interior, to Tix- 
chel at the eastern end of the Laguna de Terminos in 1557, but 
the warlike Itza, farther to the southeast, were left severely alone, 
luidisturbed in their independence. 

In 1618 two Franciscans, Fathers Bartolome de Fuensalida 
and Juan de Orbita, having secured permission from the governor 
of Yucatan and the Provincial of their Order in that province 
to attempt to Christianize the Itza peaceably, set out from Merida 
for Tayasal. They left Merida in the spring of 1618, traveling 
by way of Lake Bacalar in the southeast, and were accompanied 



by the dcalde (mzYov) of Bacalar and a number of Indian con- 
verts, sacristans, and choristers. With the delays incident to travel 
in those remote parts, combined with a wholesome fear of the Itza 
on the part of their Indian guides, the fathers did not succeed 
in reaching Tayasal until nearly six months later, when Canek, 
the Itza ruler, received them with friendliness. 

They remained at Tayasal for some days, attempting to Chris- 
tianize the Itza, but Canek, though greatly interested in the Mass, 
baptism, and other services held by the missionaries, steadfastly 
refused to renoimce his own religion, protesting that the time had 
not yet arrived when, according to their ancient prophecies, it was 
foretold that the Itza were to accept a new faith. 

While going about the town the fathers were shown a large 
idol in the form of a horse called Tzimin Chac or the “Thunder 
Horse.” It will be remembered that Cortes had left a lame horse 
in the hands of the Canek of that day (1525), promising either 
to return for it himself or to send for it. After Cortes’ departure, 
the Itza treated the horse as a god, offering it fowl, meats, and 
garlands of flowers, on which diet the horse died. The Itza, ter- 
rified at the death of a god on their hands, made a stone idol in 
likeness of the horse, which they worshiped in order to prove 
they were not responsible for its death. When Father Orbita 
saw this image, he became so infuriated at the idolatrous abomina- 
tion that, in an excess of holy zeal, he seized a stone and smashed 
the image into bits. The Itza, equally outraged at such a sacrilege, 
tried to kill the missionaries on the spot, but Father Fuensalida, 
nothing daunted by their fury, seized the occasion to preach a 
sermon of such eloquence that the tumult subsided and the mis- 
sionaries’ lives were spared. Although the fathers remained at 
Tayasal for some days longer, they saw that they were making no 
progress in Christianizing the Itza and finally took friendly 
farewell of Canek, who seems to have borne them no ill will for 
destroying his idol. Father Fuensalida reached Merida on De- 
cember 8, 1618} Father Orbita, however, remained at Tipu, a 
small settlement on the southeastern frontier near Lake Bacalar. 

The fathers set out from Tipu for Tayasal a second time in 



September of the following year, accompanied by some Tipu 
Indians as guides and servants 5 they reached the Itza capital at 
the beginning of October and remained there for eighteen days. 
Although Canek was at first friendly, the Tipu Indians, having 
become suspicious of the Itza, finally deserted in a bodyj later, 
however, three of them came back to serve the fathers. Truth 
is that the Itza priests were becoming increasingly jealous of the 
growing influence of the Catholic missionaries and finally per- 
suaded Canek’s wife to urge her husband to expel them. One 
morning the fathers’ house was surrounded by a number of armed 
Indians} the fathers themselves were hustled down to the lake 
shore and into a canoe with their Tipu servants and told never to 
return, as the Itza wanted no more of their religion. Father 
Orbita, who seems to have been the more violent of the two priests 
— he it was who had destroyed the idol of the Thunder Horse 
the year before — ^made some resistance, but a young Itza warrior 
seized the collar of his habit and twisted it so violently that Orbita 
fell to the ground senseless. The little party of five were shoved 
o£F in a canoe without food or drink, the Itza confidently hoping 
all would die of hunger on the long trip back to Tipu. 

The Tipu Indians, however, had managed to secrete a little 
food about their clothing, upon which the five managed to subsist 
until they reached Tipu. The fathers rested here for a few days, 
but, seeing that the time was not opportune for continuing their 
attempts to convert the Itza, they left Tipu and returned to 
Merida, where they arrived before the end of the year. 

Three years later, in 1622, the governor of Yucatan author- 
ized Captain Francisco de Mirones to conduct a military expedi- 
tion against the Itza and, if possible, to conquer them, and on 
March 30 of that year Miroi^s with 20 Spaniards and 140 In- 
dians left Hopelchen in Campeche for the Itza country. A Fran- 
ciscan missionary. Father Diego Delgado, joined the army six 
days later. The force marched to a place called Sacalum, where 
Mirones’ treatment of the Indians was such that Father Delgado, 
in disgust, decided to leave the soldiers and go on ahead without 
them. He left the camp secretly and proceeded to Tayasal by 



way of Tipu, taking with him eighty converted Tipu Indians as 
well as a number of choristers and sacristans from Hecelchakan. 

Father Delgado and his Indians were escorted from the 
northern shore of the lake to Tayasal by the Itza with a great 
show of friendship, but on reaching the town all were seized and 
sacrificed to the Itza idols, the Franciscan priest being reserved 
until the last. He continued preaching to the end, however, until 
his breast was slit open and his heart offered to the Itza gods. 
As many as a hundred persons lost their lives in this massacre, 
which took place in July 1623. 

News of the death of Father Delgado and his Indians reached 
Merida slowly, but as soon as the authorities at the capital heard 
of it they sent word to Captain Mirones at Sacalum to be on his 
guard. On February 2, 1624, the Spaniards at Sacalum were all 
in the village church, without arms, listening to the army chap- 
lain celebrate the Mass, when suddenly the Indians fell upon 
them and slaughtered all} afterwards the Indians fled to the 
forests. A few days later a relief party with reinforcements ar- 
rived at Sacalum only to find the bodies of their slain companions 
cast into a hole. 

These two massacres, in which nearly two hundred and 
fifty persons lost their lives, about one-third of whom were Span- 
iards, put a sudden stop to all attempts either to Christianize or to 
conquer the Itzaj and when about twelve years later, in 1636, the 
faithful Tipu Indians began to apostatize, returning to their for- 
mer idolatry, the last link of friendly Indian contact between 
northern Yucatan on the one hand and the Province of the Itza. 
on the other, was severed. 

And thus affairs remained for nearly three-quarters of a cen- 
tury. The Spanish continued to consolidate their positions in 
Yucatan and in Guatemala, but the territory lying between, 
dominated chiefly by the Itza, now Peten, Guatemala, remained 
unconquered and un-Christianized, a continual irritation to both 
the military and ecclesiastical authorities of the two provinces. 

In June 1695, Martin de Ursua, then governor of Yucatan, 
as an essential preliminary to the conquest of the Itza, sent a 



contingent of Spanish soldiers and Indians to the village of 
Cauich, near the modern town of Bolonchen-Cauich in northern 
Campeche, to begin building a road through the forests to the 
shores of Lake Peten Itza. Toward the end of the month, the 
road builders had reached a village called Nohthub in southern 
Campeche, where three Franciscans headed by Father Andres de 
Avendano, and ten Indian singers, sacristans, and servants joined 
them. The priests, as usual, soon became disgusted with the way 
the Spanish captain, Paredes, treated the Indians, and they re- 
turned to Merida, where they arrived in mid-September. 

At the end of the rainy season, on December 15, 1695, Father 
Avendano again left Merida for the Province of the Itza accom- 
panied by two other Franciscans, four Indian singers from Yuca- 
tan, and three Indian guides. Instead of going around by way of 
Tipu, involving a considerable detour to the east, as the other 
missionaries had previously done, Father Avendano followed 
the new road from Bolonchen-Cauich as far south as it had been 
built and then pushed on through the forests with his Indian 
guides to Lake Peten Itza. 

They reached the lake at its western extremity on January 13, 
1696, and were given a boisterous reception by the Chakan Itza 
living at the western end, who forthwith stole all the presents 
they were bringing to Canek — everything they had, in fact, except 
the clothes on their backs. The next day Canek met them at the 
village of the Chakan Itza, having crossed from Tayasal with an 
escort of eighty canoes. When the party reached the Itza capital, 
the fathers were taken to a house where they thought they saw 
the leg-bone of a horse suspended in a box, presumably from the 
horse that Cortes had left at Tayasal one hundred and seventy- 
one years before.. 

The fathers remained at Tayasal for three and a half days, 
during which time they baptized more than three hundred Indian 
children. Father Avendano urged Canek and his councillors to 
surrender to the Crown of Spain and accept Christianity. The 
Itza council took this proposal under consideration, saying they 
would reply later; but theip final decision was as before that, 



though near at hand, the time had not yet arrived when their 
ancient prophecies had foretold that they should give up the wor- 
ship of their old gods; and, further, that if Governor Ursua 
would send the fathers back in another four months the Itza would 
become vassals of the Spanish King and embrace Christianity. 

Canek, learning of a plot among the Chakan Itza, who had 
not approved the council’s decision, to waylay the fathers on their 
return trip and kill them, persuaded Avendano to change his 
plans and to return to Merida by the longer and more circuitous, 
though safer, route through Tipu and Lake Bacalar. On the night 
of January 17, 1696, the three fathers with their four faithful 
Indians from Yucatan, after taking an aflFectionate farewell of 
Canek and his family, embarked in a canoe for the village of 
Alain at the eastern end of the lake. 

From this point on, bad luck and increasing hardships beset 
the fathers. The promised guides to Tipu were not forthcoming 
and after waiting for two days at Alain, during which a plot to 
kill them was frustrated by Avendano, the fathers set out on 
January 20 on the long, dangerous return journey to northern 
Yucatan. At the end of ten days they became completely lost in 
the trackless forests of northeastern Peten. At first they traveled 
east-northeast from the eastern end of the lake, going in the 
general direction of Tipu. At the end of five days the little party 
came to a large stream, probably the Holmul River, which they 
followed down for another five days, becoming hopelessly lost. 

At this point they determined to strike back west, hoping thus 
to be able to reach the general north-south road, which Ursua 
was having built from Bolonchen-Cauich in Campeche to the 
shores of the lake. In this general direction they pushed on for 
fifteen days more, living, or rather nearly dying, on a meager 
diet of wild honey, green mamey, which they cooked, and palm 
nuts. On the fourth day of this exhausting trek (February 2), 
Avendano became so weak that the two other Franciscans, taking 
one of the four Indians as a guide, pushed on in hope of locating 
some frontier settlement and bringing back help and supplies 
to their exhausted leader. 



' After six days of terrible hardships^ Father Avendafio came 
128 the ruins of an ancient city, which he describes as follows: 


With so few comforts and so many hardships my strength was failing 
rapidlyj which brought home to me the truth of the adage that the Bis- 
cayanSj my countrymen, have, namely, that belly supports, or carries 
the legs, and not the legs, the belly.” 

Among these high mountains which we passed there are a number 
of ancient buildings; among them I recognized some as living places, and 
although they were very high and my strength very little, I climbed them, 
but with difliculty. They are in the form of a convent with small cloisters 
and many rooms for living, all roofed, surrounded by a terrace and 
whitened with lime inside, which latter abounds in these parts, because 
all the hills are of limestone; and these said buildings are of such form 
that they did not appear like those of this province [Yucatan] which latter 
are entirely of dressed stone put together without mortar, especially as to 
their arches, but these [in Peten] are of stone masonry plastered over 
with lime. 


A glance at the map in Plate 19 will show that following 
Father Avendaho’s course east-northeast from the eastern end 
of Lake Peten Itza for ten days, and thence northwest for another 
six days, the only archaeological site answering the foregoing 
description he could possibly have reached is Tikal, and he was 
therefore the first European to see this greatest of all ancient 
Maya cities. 

By a curious quirk of historical timing, a month later almost 
to the very day, a Spanish expedition under the Maestro de Cam-po 
Jacobo de Alcayaga, coming down the Lacantun and Usumacinta 
rivers, discovered the site of another large ancient city, which 
from i^ description could only have been Yaxchilan: 

In another landing that some soldiers made, they came upon a site, 
which, because of its many stone foundations and most ancient ruined 
buildings, had the appearance of having been a very old settlement; this 
site was about a league in circumference. 

Thus Tikal and Yaxchilan, the largest, and one of the largest 
cities, respectively, of the Old Empire were seen for the first 
time by European eyes within a month of each other. 



Father Avendaho, after leaving Tikal with his two remaining 
Indians (one having died after the two parties separated), traveled 
westward and northward for another three days until Avendano’s 
failing strength gave out altogether. Seeing that he was holding 
the Indians back, he ordered them to leave him propped up against 
a tree with a lighted fire and a gourd of water, and to push on for 
help. That night a squirrel playing with a sapodilla, a tropical 
fruit common in the Peten forests, miraculously pushed the fruit 
within reach of Avendano’s staff. The father writes that he was 
too weak to move, but by means of his staff he drew the sapodilla 
to him and ate it — ^which saved his life. 

The next morning his faithful Indians returned with ten car- 
riers. After leaving Avendano the day before, they had finally 
come out on a broad trail which led them to the stopping-place 
of Chuntuqui on the new road from Bolonchen-Cauich to Lake 
Peten Itza. Here they found some Indian carriers and took them 
back to rescue the father. Avendano says at first sight he mistook 
his rescuers for angels. The Indians carried him in a hammock 
to Chuntuqui, where they arrived on February 19, having been 
lost in the forests of northern central Peten for thirty-one days. 
At Chuntuqui he found the two other Franciscans and the Indian 
that had accompanied them, who had left him eighteen days 
before in search of help. After resting at Chuntuqui for a few 
days, Avendano and his companions continued on their way to 
Merida, where they reported on their mission. 

THE CONQUEST OF THE ITZA, 1696-1697 

We have seen in the preceding section that the Governor of 
Yucatan had commenced building a road from Bolonchen-Cauich 
in Campeche to Lake Peten Itza on June 12, 1695. Although 
the road had been opened for another fifty miles beyond Chun- 
tuqui by September of that year, heavy rains prevented supplies 
being brought forward, so that the road gangs were obliged to 
return to Zucthok, north of the present boundary between Mexico 
and Guatemala, until the rainy season was over. 

As the result of an embassy from Canek, which reached 



Merida at the end of December 1695, Ursua became convinced 
that the Itza were at last ready to submit to Spanish rule. Acting 
on this assumption he ordered Captain Paredes, who was still at 
work on the road, to proceed to Tayasal and take possession of 
the Province of the Itza. Paredes, finding himself unable to 
comply with the order in person, sent in his place Captain Pedro 
de Zubiaur with sixty Spanish soldiers, some Indian warriors and 
servants, and Father San Buenaventura as chaplain, to take pos- 
session of the province. 

By this time the road had advanced to within some twenty 
miles of the lake, and Zubiaur’s command, pushing through this 
last section of the forest, reached the lake shore on January 1 8, 
1696. From Ursua’s instructions, Zubiaur had confidently ex- 
pected a peaceful reception by the Itza, but to his astonishment 
he was met by just the reverse. As the Spaniards approached the 
lake, they saw a great flotilla of canoes filled with heavily armed 
Indians advancing rapidly toward them. Leaping ashore, the Itza 
attacked vigorously, seizing some of the friendly Indians from 
Yucatan and hurrying them into the canoes as prisoners. Father 
San Buenaventura, a lay Franciscan brother, and a Spanish soldier 
were also made prisoners, and a fourth Spaniard was killed in 
the fight; all this happened before the Spaniards could even as 
much as draw a sword. The Itza numbered about two thousand. 

Battle thus having been forced upon them, the Spaniards 
defended themselves bravely, but, seeing themselves so greatly 
outnumbered, Zubiaur withdrew to the main camp of Captain 
Paredes. A second and larger Spanish force was dispatched to 
the lake a day or so later, and, having met with a similar hostile 
reception, it discontinued all further immediate attempts to press 
the attack. 

The news of the hostile reception of Father Avendano, as well 
as that of Zubiaur’s defeat, reached Ursua at the same time, and it 
became evident that the Itza were to be reduced only by military 
force. One hundred extra soldiers, shipwrights, and carpenters 
were needed to build a pirogue and a galley to navigate the lake 
and thus dominate not only Tayasal but also the other Itza villages 



on the lake shore. These were at once recruited in Merida and 
sent to Paredes with instructions to press forward as speedily as 
possible the work of opening the road the remaining twenty miles. 

Ursua at this time became engaged in a law suit with a political 
rival, and, although he won the suit, before so doing he had 
already ordered Captain Paredes' to retire to Campeche to await 
his coming with larger forces the next year. 

The close of 1696 and the beginning of 1697 were spent in 
reassembling the army at Campeche. This army consisted of 235 
Spanish soldiers, 120 Indian muleteers and road workers from the 
villages of Sotuta, Yaxcaba, Tixcacal, and Peto, and an unspeci- 
fied number of Indian carriers from Mani. The infantry, artil- 
lery, and supply trains with food, small arms, ammunition, and 
marine equipment to make the boats were sent on ahead under 
Paredes with orders to Zubiaur to proceed to within five miles of 
the lake with the ship carpenters and calkers, and there to cut and 
trim sufficient timber for a galley, ninety feet long, and for a 
pirogue, and to await there the arrival of the rest of the army. 
Ursua followed shortly with the cavalry, his personal suite, the 
Royal Standard, its guard, and the rest of the supplies. He left 
Campeche on January 24, 1697. 

On March i, the timbers for the galley and the pirogue being 
ready, the whole army with the artillery, supply train, and lum- 
ber for the boats moved forward to the shore of the lake, where 
a fortified camp was built, not only to insure the safety of the 
little army and its supplies but also to permit work on the galley 
and pirogue to go forward without interruption by the Itza. 

For the next twelve days the Itza made hostile demonstrations 
against the Spanish camp. Flotillas of canoes maneuvered in front 
of the camp daily; and companies of painted warriors surrounded 
it on the land side, beating their war drums and sounding their 
reeds to demoralize the Spaniards, threatening them all the while 
with death and sacrifice. 

On March 10, a great number of canoes were seen approaching 
the Spanish camp from the direction of Tayasal, the first canoe 
carrying a white flag. It was an embassy from Canek consisting 



of the Itza high priest and other chiefs, who came to offer peace. 
Ursua received them in a friendly manner and through them in- 
vited Ganek to visit the Spanish camp the third day hence (March 
12) . The embassy was then dismissed after distributing among its 
members a number of gifts — ^axes, cutlasses, glass objects, ear- 
rings, silk ribbons, and other trinkets, and the camp settled down 
to await the arrival of the Itza ruler the next day but one. 

But to no avail. The, morning of March 12 dawned, but the 
Itza ruler did not appear 5 instead a great flotilla of canoes, the 
most numerous that had yet come against them, was sighted 
moving swiftly across the lake toward the camp, while on shore 
numerous companies of shouting, prancing warriors threatened to 
attack momentarily. However, as night fell, both canoes and land 
forces withdrew. 

At this serious juncture, Ursua called a council of war of all 
his officers and laid before them in detail what had happened up to 
that date, requesting each in turn to give his opinion as to what 
he believed should be done in the present crisis. All were of one 
opinion, that further efforts to reduce the Itza by peaceable means 
were useless, that the only remaining course was to conquer them 
by force of arms. This decision having been unanimously reached, 
a decree ordering the attack on Tayasal the following morning 
was read to the army the same afternoon, to the accompaniment of 
rolling drums. 

The next morning^ March 13, before dawn, when the army had 
confessed and received communion, and Mass had been cele- 
brated, breakfast was eaten and the soldiers selected for the attack 
embarked on the galley. Ursua took with him 108 Spanish sol- 
diers, five servants, the Vicar-general of the army, the latter’s 
assistant, and a nephew of Canek, who had shown himself friendly 
to the Spanish cause from the first. He left behind, as a garrison 
in the fort, 127 Spaniards and all the Indian bowmen, road work- 
ers, and servants. 

The galley, driven by the Indian oarsmen, swept toward 
Tayasal at dawn. The order of the preceding day was read again 
aboard shipj the Vicar-general adjured all who had sinned to ask 



forgiveness and, this having been done, he granted a general 
absolution. • 

Presently those on the galley saw a number of canoes putting 
out from the shore in two flanking squadrons, the occupants 
shouting and threatening with their weapons, but Ursua, paying 
no attention to them, ordered the oarsmen to row with all speed 
possible toward the towjti itself, which was now clear to everybody 
in the early morning light. 

The number of canoes grew so rapidly that presently, as the 
galley neared the shore, they formed a crescent around it, com- 
pletely cutting it off from the lake. The Spaniards were now 
close enough to see not only the fortifications that had been built 
against them — ^the breastworks of stone and earth on the shore, 
on the slopes of the hills covered with houses and up to the heights 
crowned by pyramids and temples— but also the multitude already 
under arms waiting to defend them. At Tayasal, as well as on 
the smaller islands, every available place was black with the Itza, 
prepared to defend their homes with their lives. 

Having come within bowshot of the galley, and having seen 
that the Spaniards paid no attention to their warlike demonstrations 
but continued a course straight for the shore, the Itza on land as 
well as those in the canoes began to discharge a hail of arrows 
at the galley. In spite of this galling attack, Ursua still held 
back, shouting in a loud voice above the tumult, “No one fire, 
for God is on our side and there is no cause for fear.” 

The Itza pressed closer, the arrows fell more thickly, and 
still in the face of the growing Impatience of his officers and men, 
Ursua held fire, shouting that no one was to discharge a shot 
either from the artillery or arquebuses, or even from a stone- 
thrower, under pain of death. The Itza, mistaking this restraint 
for cowardice, mocked the Spaniards as not only already van- 
quished but killed and eaten, as was the Indians’ barbarous prac- 
tice. 

Finally the Spanish general made one last appeal; the galley 
was slowed down and through an interpreter he told the Itza to 
stop their shouting and to calm themselves, that the Spaniards 



came in peace and friendship, not in war, and that unless the 
Itza laid down their arms they, and they alone, would be respon- 
sible for the slaughter which would surely follow. 

the Itza heard Ursua’s plea, since the interpreter 
repeated it several times in a loud voice, they again mistook his 
forbearance for weakness, and jeering at the Spaniards, let fly 
more and more arrows. 

The Spaniards were so closely crowded together on the deck 
of the galley that it was a miracle all were not killed outright. 
Notwithstanding the congestion, only two were wounded — Ser- 
geant Juan Gonzalez with an arrow wound in his arm, and a 
soldier named Bartolome Duran. 

The latter, infuriated and beside himself with pain, forgot 
Ursua’s repeated orders not to begin fighting and discharged his 
arquebus at the Itza, whereupon others immediately followed his 
example until firing from the galley became general. So eager 
for the fray were the Spaniards that, not waiting for the galley 
even to ground, they leaped into the water, which came to their 
knees, Ursua with them, firing their arquebuses, the noise of which 
was deafening. Even here the Spanish general showed his mercy, 
for he prevented his men from discharging either the artillery, 
or the stone-throwers, only the smaller arms being used in the 
fight. Had the artillery been brought into action, the slaughter 
would have been frightful, as the enemy were so numerous and 
their canoes so closely packed together that they crowded up to 
the very muzzles of the cannons. 

Having gained the shore, the Spaniards continued firing with 
such effect that soon the Itza, terrified with the din of the arque- 
buses, were in full flight, not only from their fortified positions 
in the town but also from the rest of the Tayasal peninsula. 
From the ruler down to his lowliest subject, everyone who could 
took to the lake, swimming frantically for the opposite shore. The 
stretch of water which separates Tayasal from the mainland is 
so long and deep and the water itself was by this time so thick 
with people that swimming was well-nigh impossible and many 
perished in their mad flight. 



Sword and shield in hand, Ursua and the victorious Spaniards 
pressed up the hill, while the galley with the twenty soldiers 
who had remained aboard to guard it, was rowed back and forth, 
the men shooting from its deck. The plight of the Itza in the 
canoes was thus as bad as that of those in the town, and they too 
sought to escape by hurling themselves into the lake and swim- 
ming for the mainland, so that soon the entire population of Tay- 
asal was in the water and the peninsula was completely deserted. 

The battle was over by half-past eight in the morning, so 
rapid had been the journey across the lake, the advance, the fight, 
and victory 5 and Ursua, reaching the highest point of the hill, 
crowned by a large temple, planted the Royal Standard on its 
summit, while the Spanish colors were broken out at the same 
time from other heights. From the highest temple, Ursua with 
his principal captains and the two Catholic priests gave thanks to 
God, not only for their victory but also for having preserved 
them from any loss of life, the two soldiers mentioned being the 
only ones who were even wounded during the entire conflict. On 
every side there were congratulations because of the happy out- 
come of the battle, and Ursua thanked his officers and men for 
their bravery, their constancy and faith, which alone had made 
possible the whole epic undertaking. 

The amenities being thus concluded, and seeing themselves 
masters of the town and, because of the great fear that had over- 
taken the Itzg, of the whole lake and the different settlements 
around its shores as well, where no further resistance was antici- 
pated, Ursua formally renamed Tayasal “Nuestra Senora de los 
Remedies y San Pablo de los Itzaes,” because a picture of that 
saint had been found miraculously floating on the water near the 
galley that morning before the little expedition set sail from the 
camp. 

After dividing his force into companies to guard different 
parts of the town, Ursua, the Vicar-general, and his assistant made 
a tour of the twenty-one temples, breaking the innumerable idols 
found in them as well as in the dwellings of the Itzaj poor 
indeed was the household that did not contain at least two or 



three of these baked clay images of their gods. So vast was the 
number of their idols that the destruction and burning of them 
alone took the entire Spanish force from shortly after the battle 
about eight-thirty or nine in the morning to half past five in the 
afternoon, when the trumpeter’s call of “retreat” summoned the 
soldiers to their first meal since early morning. 

As the final act of the day, Ursua with the two priests selected 
the principal temple, where human sacrifice had so recently been 
offered to the Itza deities, to be the sanctuary of the Christian 
God, as if thus to emphasize more signally, the triumph of the 
True Faith over that of the Demon. 

And thus between dawn and nine in the morning of a single 
day the power of the Itza was crushed, and the last independent 
Maya political entity was brought under the domination of the 
Spanish Crown, though the formal act of possession for and in 
the name of the Spanish King was deferred until the next day, 
March 14, 1697. 



AtilRICULTflRE 


THE ORIGIN OF AGRICULTURE IN THE NEW WORLD 

ALL OF OUR plant biologists agree that high civilization in 
the New World was first developed in connection with the culti- 
vation of maize, or Indian corn {Zea Mays L.), the staff of life 
of the American Indian in pre-Columbian times, indeed just as 
it still is today for the great mass of our fellow Americans living 
to the south of usj but as to where corn originated in the Americas 
there is no such unanimity of opinion. One school of thought 
believes that agriculture developed in South America, in the high- 
lands of Peru, while another holds that it developed in northern 
Middle America, more specifically in the highlands of western 
Guatemala. Since both schools accept maize as the first cultivated 
plant in the New World, determination of the place where maize 
originated also answers the larger question as to where in the 
New World agriculture had its origin. 

These two schools of thought base their opposing arguments 
each upon a different fact, one pointing to Peru as the place of 
origin, the other to northern Middle America; one believes that 
where the greatest number of maize varieties is to be found, there 
this cereal must have first developed; the other holds that no 
matter how humble, maize must have had some native ancestor 
or relative from which it could have developed. If we accept 
the greatest number of maize varieties as the determining factor 
indicating place of origin, then we must look to the Peruvian 
highlands as the region where Indian corn was first developed, 
since Peru has more varieties of maize than any other region in 
the Americas. On the other hand, if we accept the nearest, in- 
deed, the only known relatives of maize as the controlling factor 
indicating its place of origin, then we must look to western Guate- 



mala where are found the only two grasses that will cross with 
maize: the native grass known as teosinte, both a perennial and an 
annual species, and Tripsacum of which there are several species 
in Guatemala. 

Those who accept Peru as the place of origin are obliged to 
ignore completely these two close relatives of maize. As one 
eminent plant biologist shrewdly puts it: 

They [the protagonists of the Peruvian origin hypothesis] prune the 
teosinte trunk from the maize family tree and eliminate Tripsacum, the 
only other known relative, from the roots. This leaves maize unencum- 
bered by living relatives and permits originating it in South America from 
some pre-maize form as yet unknown. 

The elimination of teosinte is achieved by designating the two known 
species as bastards formed by a rare cross between maize and Tripsacum. 
This cross, which has been made by Mangelsdorf [the chief supporter of 
the Peruvian origin hypothesis] and others, cannot have happened often 
because it must be made using maize as the female parent, and then only 
by opening the husks and shaving off the silks. The [resulting] cross itself 
is sterile but produces an occasional perfect pollen grain. One of these 
latter is presumed to have fertilized another corn kernel and from the 
second fertilization or back-cross, the wild species we now know as teo- 
sinte are supposed to have been derived. 

Having thus eliminated teosinte y a widespread wild species 
in western Guatemala, from the ancestry of maize by assuming 
that it is the result of a cross between a previously domesticated 
plant (maize itself) and another wild grass— Tripsacum — ^the 
proponents of this hypothesis are free to move the geographic 
origin of maize anywhere in the New World ; and since the ancient 
Peruvians are known (i) to have developed more varieties of 
Indian corn than any other people in the Western Hemisphere} 
and (2) to have been agriculturists of exceptional ability, probably 
the most highly skilled farmers in the New World in pre-Colum- 
bian times, it is only necessary to assume further that the ancient 
Peruvians had discovered a pre-maize plant, and to leave it to their 
generally admitted agricultural skill to develop maize from this 
entirely hypothetical pre-maize ancestor. This hypothetical pre- 



maize ancestor is supposed to have been a wild grass, very re- 
motely resembling our present-day pod corn, but without ears 
and bearing its seeds in the tassel, in short, a perfect-flowered 
wild grass. 

There are many technical genetic objections to this explana- 
tion of the origin of maize, which oversimplifies what is an ex- 
ceedingly complicated biological problem} but in addition to the 
strong contrary biological indications, this hypothesis has two 
other objections, even more weighty, neither of which up to the 
present time has been satisfactorily overcome: (i) no such grass 
as this supposed pre-maize ancestor of Indian corn is assumed to 
have been has as yet been found anywhere in South America} and 
(2) under this hypothesis the assumed pre-maize ancestor is a 
more primitive grass even than the already known teosinte and 
Tripsacum. In short, this assumed South American pre-maize 
ancestor, which, it must be remembered, has yet to be found, is 
antecedent not only to Indian corn but also to both teosinte and 
Tripsacum. And if assumptions are carried back as far as this, 
there is no conflict with the opinion of any botanist, since all agree 
that the original progenitor of the whole maize tribe was a perfect- 
flowered grass. Indeed even the proponents of a South American 
origin of maize appear to be weakening in their position since 
Mangelsdorf and his colleague, Cameron, have recently pub- 
lished a report suggesting Guatemala as a secondary center for 
the origin of maize varieties, in which they state: 

Even a cursory study of this collection [from thirty-eight localities in 
western Guatemala] demonstrates at once the great diversity of maize in 
western Guatemala. Here, in an area less than half the size of the state of 
Iowa, are found probably more distinct types of corn than occur in the 
entire United States. 

And elsewhere Mangelsdorf states that, although he has not 
found popcorn in any of the samples he has seen from Middle 
America, he believes it must occur there since “the other types, 
flour, flint and dent all seem to be abundant.” In short, it is a 
region where Indian corn reached maximum diversification. 



The northern Middle American region, on the other hand, has 
two native grasses which are more primitive than maize, though 
not so primitive as the hypothetical South American grass, postu- 
lated under the Peruvian-origin hypothesis. The fact that there 
are two certain maize relatives known to be native of the high- 
lands of western Guatemala has led me to conclude, though the 
question is far from settled, that the highlands of northern Mid- 
dle America have a better claim to having been the region where 
Indian corn originated than have the highlands of Peru. 

Under the Middle American place-of-origin hypothesis, it is 
assixmed that sometime in the fairly remote past teosinte crossed, 
perhaps accidentally, with another wild grass and thus produced 
Indian corn. 

In conclusion it may be pointed out that there are three theo- 
ries as to the origin of maize, none of which has been sufficiently 
substantiated to exclude the other two: (i) development from 
teosinte by the orthodox biological methods of variation, muta- 
tion, and selection} (2) hybridization of teosinte and some un- 
known member of the grass family} and (3) development from 
some extinct, or at least as yet unknown, pre-maize plant. The 
first two theories restrict the place of origin to somewhere in 
western Guatemala, the third has no geographic restrictions, not 
even excluding an Old World origin. The choice between North 
and South America as a place of origin for maize depends largely 
upon individual preferences, since we have no experience, no 
criteria of judgment, to help us in deciding which of two con- 
tingencies is the more likely to have taken place, that is whether 
the assumed pre-maize became extinct, or whether the intermedi- 
ate mutational stages from teosinte to maize have completely 
disappeared, leaving only the beginning and the end of the series. 
I regard the latter as the more probable explanation of the two, 
as it is the common method by which our present species both of 
plants and animals were derived from their ancestral forms, and I 
believe further that maize, and consequently agriculture in the 
New World, originated in western Giaatemala. On this theory, 
the real explanation as to why the ancient Peruvians had domesti- 



cated more plants than the ancient Maya is not because the former 
originated agriculture but rather because the nature of their area 
and the rigors of their climate forced them to utilize every possible 
plant. 

MAYA MAIZE AGRICULTURE 

The modern Maya method of raising maize is the same as 
it has been for the past three thousand years or more — a simple 
process of felling the forest, of burning the dried trees and bush, 
of planting, and of changing the location of the cornfields every 
few years. This is practically the only system of agriculture prac- 
ticed in the American wet tropics even today, and indeed is the 
only method available to a primitive people living in a heavily 
wooded, rocky, shallow-soiled country like that of the northern 
Yucatan Peninsula where a plow cannot be used, and where draft 
animals are not obtainable. 

This system is commonly known as milfa agriculture, from 
milfa, the Aztec word for “cornfield.” It was so named because 
the Spaniards first came in contact with this method of raising 
Indian corn in Mexico, and, since the sixteenth century, the use of 
this Aztec word to denote a cornfield has gradually spread to all 
other parts of Mexico and Central America. The Yucatan Maya 
word for cornfield is col, and all the Maya languages have simi- 
lar words for it. Indeed, making the cornfield is the most impor- 
tant single activity of Maya men today, as it was in ancient times. 

Nor, so far as we now can judge, has milfa agriculture changed 
materially since Old Empire times, and even before. In those 
remote days the chief, perhaps the only, agricultural tools avail- 
able were the fire-hardened, pointed planting stick (Maya xul), 
the stone axe (Maya bat), and the fiber bag for carrying the seed 
corn (Maya The most important modern additions to 

the foregoing ancient agricultural implements are the steel 
machete, or cutlass, which is a heavy, single-bladed knife, about 
two feet long, the steel axe, which has replaced the old stone axe, 
and the iron point into which a wooden handle is fitted, used now 
instead of the former fire-hardened planting stick. Indeed, no 



other system of agriculture is feasible, especially in northern 
Yucatan where (i) the soil is very shallow, usually not more 
than a few inches deep, though occasionally pockets from 6 inches 
to 2 feet in depth occur, and (2) where outcroppings of the native 
limestone are so numerous that any agricultural implement suit- 
able for turning the soil, such as the plow, harrow, pick, hoe, 
spade, or shovel, would be useless. Experts from the United 
States Department of Agriculture who have studied the Maya 
method of cultivating corn declare that it is the only agricultural 
system practicable for tilling the rocky, shallow soil of northern 
Yucatan. Modern farming implements and machinery in the 
northern Maya area would be as superfluous as a fifth wheel. 

Because maize forms such a preponderant part of the modern 
Maya dietary — from 75 to 85 per cent of everything a Maya 
eats is Indian corn in one form or another — it is necessary to 
understand clearly Maya milfa agriculture and its several steps, 
which have changed but little since ancient times. 

Maya milfa agriculture has been divided into eleven differ- 
ent steps, or stages, as follows: (i) locating the field; (2) felling 
the forest and bush; (3) burning the dried bush; (4) fencing the 
field; (5) planting the field; (6) weeding the field; (7) bending 
the cornstalks; (8) harvesting the corn; (9) storing the corn; 
(10) shelling the corn; (ii) hauling the corn to the village. 

I. Locating the field . — ^The selection of a plot of ground 
for the new cornfield is a most important step. The milfero, or 
corn farmer, working alone, spends at least one day carefully 
looking for the proper kind of soil, which he determines by the 
height and thickness of the forest and bush growing on it: the 
higher the trees, the thicker the bush, the richer the soil. An- 
other desirable factor is proximity to water. Yucatan is a parched 
land with very little surface water, and the Maya corn farmer 
tries to locate his milfa as near water, either in cenotes or shallow 
water holes, as possible. The distance of the cornfield from the 
village where the corn farmer lives varies within certain limits. 
In a survey of five villages in northern Yucatan 162 cornfields 
were found to vary from 2% to 15H miles from the nearest 



village. The average distance in northern Yucatan today between 
house and cornfield is 3% miles, but an extreme case is reported 
from the highlands of Guatemala where the Indians of a certain 
village have to go as far as 50 miles in order to find suitable for- 
est lands in which to make their cornfields. People who have 
exhausted neighboring stands of forest growth go farther and 
farther afield until they find proper forest or bush conditions for 
their milfas, sometimes as much as two days’ journey from their 
home villages, having to carry their crops on their own backs. 

When the field has been selected, the farmer divides it into 
mecatesy or squares measuring 65% feet (20 meters) on each 
side, making piles of loose stones as markers at the four corners 
of each mecate. In measuring his land, the Maya farmer uses a 
rope which is invariably a little longer than the regulation 20 
meters; indeed in northern Yucatan these measuring ropes actu- 
ally average 21.5 meters, or 70 feet instead of 65% feet, in 
length. The Maya say the mecates have to be measured a little 
larger “because of what the birds take.” 

2. Felling the forest and bush. — ^Today the bush is felled 
with a steel axe or machete. When the trees are very large, now 
rarely the case in northern Yucatan, they are ringed and allowed 
to die. The milfero begins to fell the bush soon after sunrise 
and continues until early afternoon. Usually two mecates are cut 
a day, or about one-fifth of an acre. As cornfields in Yucatan 
average about 100 mecates in size (10 to 12 acres) it takes 50 
days to cut the average cornfield. High bush is usually cut in 
August at the height of the rainy season. The trees are full of 
moisture at this time and are easier to fell. The low trees, vines, 
and bushes are cut first, and later the higher trees. The fallen 
trees and bushes are sometimes dragged into piles to facilitate 
burning. Fields that have already had one year’s corn crop grown 
upon them are not bushed until a few weeks before burning — 
only long enough to hold the weeds in check. 

In ancient times this step in ?»# 7 ^«-making must have taken 
a much longer time and must have been much more laborious 
than today. Stone axes had to be used, not only to ring the larger 



trees, but also to batter down the smaller ones, a time-consuming 
process. Clearing Maya cornfields has been enormously facili- 
tated by the introduction of the steel axe and machete. 

3. Burning the dried hush . — The felled bush is burned in 
March or April, that is not until after the blazing suns of Febru- 
ary and March yaxkin) have thoroughly dried it. The 

cornfield is fired on a day when the wind is blowing strongly in 
order to secure a good ‘‘burn.” A torch made from a branch of 
the catzim tree, the end of which has been frayed, is used, and 
fires are started at a number of places on the side from which the 
wind is blowing. The gods of the winds are summoned by con- 
stant whistling to help in the burning, for nothing is more fatal 
to a good “burn” than to have the wind suddenly die down before 
the bush is entirely consumed. The flames have to be whipped by 
a good, strong breeze in order to insure complete combustion of 
the dried trees and bush. 

There is evidence, both archaeological and documentary, indi- 
cating that the day upon which the cornfields were to be burned 
was chosen by the priests with considerable care. At the Old 
Empire city of Copan, for example, there are two monuments — 
Stelae 10 and 12 — standing on opposite ranges of hills that en- 
close the western and eastern sides of the Copan Valley at this 
point. These two monuments are 4.% miles apart in an airline, 
the true bearing of Stela 10 as observed from Stela 12 being 
N. 81° 09' W. Both are roughly about the same level above 
the Copan River, 600 and 900 feet, respectively (Fig. 4). As 
observed from Stela 12, the sun sets directly behind Stela 10 
on April 12 and again on September 7. It has been suggested that 
April 1 2, falling as it does just about the time the cornfields are 
burned in the Copan region, was the ofiicial date chosen by the 
priests to begin burning the milfas around the city, and that the 
purpose of erecting these two monuments in these two positions on 
these two particular hilltops east and west of the city was to have 
them define a certain line of sight in order to determine the date 
upon which the Copan cornfields should be burned. We may imag- 
ine the Copan astronomer-priests gathering around Stela 12 on the 



east side o£ the valley in the late afternoon of April 12 of each 
year to observe the sun set behind Stela 10 on the west side of the 
valley. Previous experience had shown them that on that eve- 
ning the sun would set behind Stela 10 as observed from Stela 12. 
When the sun sank out of sight directly behind Stela 10 on the 
evening of April 1 2, runners were then sent throughout the valley 
and surrounding hills that same night to advise the Indians that 
on the next day the gods had decreed their cornfields should be 



Fig. 4. — The sundial composed of Stelae lO and 12, Copan, Honduras. 




burned. Stelae lO and I2 are both painted a dark red on all four 
sides, and are known locally today as the “Piedras Pintadas,” or 
Painted Stones. 

Nor is evidence lacking in the documentary sources to indi- 
cate that also in New Empire times the day for burning the corn- 
fields was of ceremonial importance, since it was selected by the 
priests. In the Codex Perez (post-Conquest) the days of a sacred 
year are given which deal especially with the ritual of burning 
the cornfields. In it, such expressions are used as: “On this day 
‘The burner’ [Maya ah toc\ takes the firej on this day ‘The 
burner’ applies the fire,” etc., apparently describing the cere- 
monial procedure to be followed in burning the cornfields. 

Curiously enough, cornfield fires do not start forest fires in the 
Yucatan Peninsula. The forest and bush, even in the dry season, 
are too green to burn. The flames sweeping against the standing 
trees kill those on the edges of the it is true, but the fire 

does not penetrate very far into the living green, and gradually 
dies out. In Mexico today, there are laws which require fire lanes 
to be cleared around the edges of the fields to prevent milfa fires 
from spreading to adjacent forests; but, practically speaking, 
the individual Maya in his cornfield, remote from the nearest 
town or village, pays little attention to these fire-preventive regu- 
lations. In spite of his disregard of them, however, forest fires 
are virtually unknown in Yucatan. 

4. Fencing the field . — ^This fourth operation in milfa-mz^ing 
was not necessary in ancient times, since the Maya formerly had 
no domesticated animals, no horses or cattle, which today make 
fencing especially necessary when the cornfields are near a town 
or village. These fences are very temporary affairs made of brush, 
hastily thrown together, and last only two or three years; how- 
ever, since the cornfields themselves are practically never planted 
for more than two years in succession, these temporary fences 
last as long as the fields they enclose are in use. 

5. Planting the field . — ^Planting is one of the most important 
operations in making the milfa. It is begun immediately after 
the first rains, which all good Maya devoutly believe will fall on 



the Day of the Holy Cross (May 3). As a matter of fact, in 
Yucatan at least, it usually does rain on that day. Although plant- 
ing may be undertaken as late as the middle of June, but in no 
case until after the first rains, sowing the milfa is usually com- 
pleted before the end of May. It takes two days to shell sufficient 
corn to plant a 10- to 12-acre cornfield (100 mecates) and the act- 
ual planting of such a tract requires 1 2 days. The Maya use about 

pounds of seed corn per acre, while the practice in the United 
States is to use only about 8 pounds per acre. The corn is planted 
in holes made with the iron-pointed planting stick already men- 
tioned (Fig. 5) ; the holes are 4 to 5 inches deep and are roughly 
laid out in lines, at least, as nearly as the usually rough character 
of the terrain will permit. From three to six kernels of corn are 
dropped into each hole, the holes being about four feet apart 5 and 
an average of from two to three stalks of corn grow on 
each hill. In the usual 10- to 12-acre milfa there are 
about 5,000 hills of corn. When the grains of corn are 
dropped into the hole, bean and squash seeds are occa- 
sionally planted at the same time in the same hole'} the 
hole is then closed by a brush of the foot. 

Bishop Landa described this same process nearly four 
centuries ago as follows: 

They plant in many places, so that if one fails the others will 
suffice. In cultivating the land they do nothing more than clear 
the brush, and burn it in order to sow it afterward, and from the 
middle of January to April they work it and then when the 
rains come they plant it, which they do by carrying a small sack 
on the shoulders, and with a pointed stick, they make a hole in 
the ground, dropping in it five or six grains, covering them with 
the same stick. And when it rains, it is marvelous how it grows. 

Thus there would seem to have been little change in the 
Maya method of planting corn from ancient times down to today. 

6. Weeding the field . — ^The number of times a cornfield is 
weeded during the growing season (May to September inclusive) 
varies considerably. A new milfay made in high bush, needs to 



Fig. 5. — Plant- 
ing com with 
the planting 
stick. Page 36, 
Codex Tro- 
Cortesianus. 


be weeded only once, when the corn is about 2 feet high and the 
weeds the same height or even higher. A second-year 
however, has to be weeded more frequently— twice or even three 
times before the corn matures. When one realizes that it actually 
takes more time to weed a. mscate of low bush than to fell a 
mecate of high bush, one wonders why the modern Maya ever 
tries to plant the same field for two years in succession. 

A second-year mil fa has far more weeds and vines in it than 
the high bush. This is due principally to the modern method 
of weeding with a machete. In ancient times, weeds were pulled 
out by the roots and the consequent scattering of seeds was held 
to a minimum} today, however, weeds are cut with a sweep of the 
machete and the seeds are scattered in every direction. This differ- 
ence, slight as it may appear, is nevertheless of very great impor- 
tance in its influence upon the length of time any given cornfield 
may be successively cultivated. When weeds were pulled out by 
their roots, as was done in ancient days, weed competition was 
eliminated sufficiently to pei-mit the cultivation of the milfas for 
two, three, four, or sometimes even five successive years before they 
had to be abandoned. Today, in Yucatan, due not to soil exhaustion 
but to weed competition resulting from the use of the machete, the 
yield from a second-year milfa is from lo to 20 per cent less than 
that of the first year. 

That soil exhaustion is not the chief factor responsible for this 
decrease in the yield of Maya cornfields today has been demon- 
strated in the Carnegie Institution’s experimental milfa at Chichen 
Itza. After the harvest, each successive year, specimens of soil 
have been taken from this cornfield} and, over a period of ten 
years, the annual analyses of these specimens have shown no ap- 
preciable decrease in the amoxmt of necessary nitrogenous salts, 
nor a sufficient amount of deterioration in the chemical composi- 
tion of the soil to account for the diminishing yearly yield. There- 
fore it seems probable that increasing weed competition and not 
decreasing soil fertility is chiefly responsible for the diminishing 
yield from Maya milfas today. In conclusion, I believe that the 
difference between ancient and modern methods of weeding is 



probably chiefly responsible for the fact that today Maya corn- 
fields are planted for only two consecutive seasons, whereas for- 
merly they were probably used for four or five or even more con- 
secutive years before they were abandoned. 

7. Bending the cornstalks . — ^When the corn is ripe, the stalks 
are bent over. This practice is general throughout Middle 
America and is done after the ears have matured in September 
or October. This practice, it may be pointed out, has no counter- 
part in American corn farming. The Maya have one kind of corn 
which matures in two and a half months, another which ripens in 
four months, and still another which ripens in six months. Corn 
grows very tall in Yucatan, the average stalk being 12 to 13 feet 
high. The stalks are bent just below the ears, until the latter point 
toward the ground; in this bent-over position the corn is left to 
harden. The Maya say the purpose of bending the stalks is to 
keep rain from entering the ears, which causes them to mold; 
also in this position the birds have less chance of tearing off the 
husks and getting at the corn, 

8. Harvesting the corn . — -About a month after bending over 
the stalks, say in November, the Maya corn farmer begins to 
gather in his crop; harvesting is at its height in January and 
February and continues through March into April, the corn being 
harvested as needed. Husking is done with a pin made of wood, 
bone, or deerhorn; only the outside of the husk is removed 
in this preliminary operation. A man can harvest an acre in about 
three days, and the average yield is about 17 or 18 bushels of 
shelled corn per acre, or about 35 bushels on the ear. 

9. Storing the corn . — Storing practices vary. In northeastern 
Yucatan, raised rectangular cribs are built at the cornfields, the 
corn being stored on the ears, without shelling, the outer husks 
only having been previously removed in the preceding step. The 
crib is made of saplings and the roof of thatch, both materials 
being found in abundance in the near-by forest. The ears are 
stored vertically as dose together as possible. The final husking, 
that is removal of the inner husk, is usually done just before plant- 
ing the new crop in May. In northern central Yucatan the ears 



are shelled at the milfa, •and. the corn is hauled to the village, 
where it is stored in a drcular bin lined with palm leaves, which 
occupies one end of the room and extends from floor to ceiling. 

10 . Shelling the corn. — ^The corn may be shelled in several 
ways: (i) by hand} sometimes the whole family will be seated 
on the floor of the shelter house at the cornfield, busily engaged 
in shelling the ears; (2) by putting the ears in a hammock which 
holds from ten to fifteen baskets of ears; the hammock is beaten 
vigorously with a club, the kernels falling through the meshes of 
the hammock to the ground; and (3) by putting the ears in a pole 
rack surrounded by thatch to keep the grains from scattering, and 
then beating the ears with long poles, the kernels falling through 
to the ground as in the second method. Shelling is usually done 
at night, because the chaff is thought to cause less itching at night 
than in the daytime. The corn is finally stored in hemp bags, each 
containing 2 car gas or 190 pounds per bag. 

1 1 . Hauling the corn to the village. — Corn is hauled from 
the milfa to the village, either on the backs of men or horses, or, 
where there are automobile highways, by trucks. A man can carry 
one carga (95 lbs.) and a horse two. As highways increase in 
number, and motor trucks today are venturing over what formerly 
would have been considered rough, impassable country roads, 
horse- and man-transport are slowly disappearing. 

THE YIELD OF CORN 

The foregoing eleven steps, or stages, are those followed today 
in raising corn in Yucatan and, with the possible exception of fenc- 
ing the milfa (No. 4) and hauling the corn to the village (No. 
1 1) on the backs of draft animals or by motor trucks, they are the 
same as those followed by the ancient Maya. Corn culture has 
remained virtually unchanged for at least three thousand years. 

The average size of milfas in the Chichen Itza area of north- 
eastern Yucatan is about ten to twelve acres. This estimate is based 
upon a survey of 638 milfas., which were planted over' a period of 
five years in three villages near Chichen Itza. However, since the 
measure of the Maya farmer — ^the mecate rope — 'is always slightly 



oversized, the average corrective factor which has to be applied to 
a Maya’s own estimate of the size of his cornfield is actually i % 
mecates for every mecate measured on the ground. The average 
miVpa in the Ghichen Itza area, allowing for this correction, is 
therefore more nearly twelve than ten acres. 

In northern Yucatan the same cornfield is not planted for more 
than two years in succession. The third year a new milfa site is 
selected, and the old milfa is allowed to lie fallow for lO years 
until sufficient bush and woody growth have come back to war- 
rant its being felled again. Thus, if the average cornfield is rz 
acres in size and each field is in corn for only two years and then 
has to lie fallow for another ten years, it will take 72 acres of 
land to maintain the average family permanently. That is, to 
support a village of 500 people (100 families) 7,200 acres, or 
about n .2 square miles, are necessary. 

In the highlands of Guatemala, in forested regions with only 
occasional fertile valleys, as many as from lOO to 200 acres are 
required to support the average Indian family, and in partially 
denuded, or impoverished areas, 500 or even 1,000 acres may 
be necessary to sustain the average family permanently. 

The general practice in Yucatan is to replant five or six acres 
of first-year cornfield and to fell another five or six acres of forest 
to put into new milfa, bringing the total area up to ten or twelve 
acres of milfa each year, Milfas are rarely planted a third con- 
secutive year,'" Experience has shown that the yield of a third- 
year milfa is less than half that of a new milfa; and also that 
by the third year the brush fences are so decayed and broken 
down that they offer little protection against incursions of cattle. 

Surprisingly, there seems to be little, if any, relationship be- 
tween the size of a family and the size of its corresponding corn 
patch. For example, in a test survey made with this point par- 
ticxilarly in mind, the average milfa for families of two persons 
was found to be 6.7 acres in 1934, 10.6 acres in 1935, and 14.7 
acres in 1936. However, the average milfa for families of seven 
persons in the same village was 10,4 acres in 1934, but only lO.i 
acres in 1935, and 11.3 acres in 1936. 



The average yield for a first-year milfa in the Ghichen Itza 
area is nearly 1% cargas per mecate, or about 25 bushels of 
corn per acre. Although the Maya say the second year’s crop 
amounts only to half the first year’s crop, reliable figures show 
that the second year’s crop is, at worst, only about 20 per cent less 
than the first year’s yield. 

k milpa, if continuously planted year after year, however, 
will produce less and less corn. An experimental milfa near 
Ghichen Itza which was planted for eight consecutive years ( 1 933“ 
1940) showed the following results. During the first four years 
(1933-1936) this cornfield was weeded with a machete — -that is, 
the weeds were cut down with sweeps of this long-bladed knife 
in the modern wayj but during the last four years (1937-1940) 
it was weeded in the ancient way — ^that is, the weeds were pulled 
out by their roots. The yield per acre from this experimental 
milfa, year by year, was as follows; 


Year 

Pounds 

Bushels 

1933 

708.4 

13 

1934- 

609 . 4 

II 

193s • • ■ 

358-6 

6 

1936 ■ • ■ 

149-6 

3 

1937 

748-0 

13 

1938- 

........ 330.0 

6 

1939... ....... 

• 459-8 

8 

1940 ■ • • 

5-5 

0. 


For the first four years the annual yield of corn rapidly de- 
creased under the modern method of weeding, that is cutting 
rather than pulling up the weeds by their roots. The fifth year 
the experimental milfa was weeded the ancient way, by com- 
pletely pulling up the weeds, removing even their roots. Under 
this more thorough method of weeding, the yield slightly ex- 
ceeded even the first year’s crop, but lost more than half the next 
year (the sixth year). It gained again in the seventh year, drop- 
ping to almost nothing for the eighth year because of a three- 
year plague of locusts which began in Yucatan in 1940. 

The figures above indicate that the ancient method of weed- 



ing, while it may not have produced more corn in aiiy one year 
than the modern method, certainly prolonged the life of the 
average cornfield from two years to perhaps seven or even eight 
years before it finally had to be abandoned. If the ancient Maya 
milfa was cultivated continuously for four times as long as the 
modern Maya mil fa (that is, for eight years as compared to two 
years) then less land would have been necessary to maintain the 
average family permanently, probably only about half as much 
land as the modern average Maya family of five requires, or 
36 instead of 72 acres. 

If Maya cornfields in ancient times continued in production 
for longer periods than they do today (as I strongly believe) 
this obviously must have had a corresponding effect on the length 
of time the cities, towns, and villages around which they were 
located were occupied; in fact it almost certainly made it possible 
to occupy the ceremonial centers longer than would be prac- 
ticable today, because of the present-day necessity of changing 
milfa locations every third year. Thus formerly the cities, towns, 
and villages enjoyed longer periods of occupation because avail- 
able bush- and forest-lands in their immediate vicinities were 
being converted into man-made savannas less rapidly than today, 
and thus agriculture, as understood by the Maya, was practicable 
in the immediate vicinities of their ceremonial centers for con- 
siderably longer periods of time. 

But grass, the undefeatable enemy of milfa agriculture, 
eventually crowded out the bush, so that woody growth no longer 
returned to those cornfields which were lying fallow, but instead 
grass grew up. At last, when grass had finally replaced former 
stands of forest and high bush in the vicinities of the centers of 
population, great and small, then Maya milfa agriculture was at 
an end. And this is precisely what happened to the experimental 
milfa of the Carnegie Institution near Chichen Itza in the closing 
three or four years it was planted: grass everywhere invaded this 
acre-and-a-half tract of land so that it became more and more 
covered with a thick grassy mat, through which even weeds, to 
say nothing of cornstalks, coixld not push their way. 



Returning to the yield per mecate (one-tenth of an acre), in 
general the Maya of the Chichen Itza area expect from one to one 
and a half car gas of shelled corn per mecate, ov from 1.7 to 2.5 
bushels mecate, or from 17 to 25 bushels per acre. However 
2 bushels per mecate or 20 bushels per acre is a fair average yield 
for the Chichen Itza area. But Chichen Itza is one of the best 
corn-producing regions in the northern peninsula, and the yield 
described above is considerably better than that of most other 
localities. A more accurate average for the northern peninsula 
as a whole would probably be not more than one carga per mecate, 
or ten car gas per acre, or 17 bushels per acre. 

Based upon a survey of a number of villages in northern 
Yucatan, it may be estimated that the corn-growing regions in 
the northern peninsula produce from 10 to 12 car gas '^tx person, 
or from 17 to 20 bushels per individual per year, including both 
children and adults. 

The agricultural survey of Yucatan undertaken by Dr. Morris 
Steggerda, formerly of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, 
has developed another fact of outstanding historical significance. 
The Maya corn farmer, in performing the eleven steps previously 
outlined— -assuming that his cornfield is the average size for north- 
ern Yucatan, lOO mecates or lO acres (12 acres allowing for the 
overlength of- the zvtx&gt mecate measuring rope) — ^will have 
worked only 190 days out of the year, leaving 175 days for 
activities other than the mere production of maize, his principal 
food. But even this does not tell the whole story, for during the 
190 days spent on the average 10- to 12-acre milpa the Maya 
farmer raises well ov&x twice much corn as he and his family 
actually consume. 

The average Maya family is composed of five persons. This 
figure is based upon a survey of 265 households, distributed 
among four Indian villages in northern Yucatan. The average 
daily consumption of corn per individual was found to be 1.31 
pounds, and for the average family of five, 6.55 pounds daily. 

The modern Maya, unlike his ancestors, has a few animals: 
pigs, goats, dogs, cats, chickens, turkeys, sometimes a horse, and 



more rarely a cow. He feeds his miscellaneous livestock and 
chickens another 3.25 pounds a day, making the average daily 
corn consumption of himself, his family, and his livestock 9.8 
pounds, or a total of 64 bushels per year. But we have seen that 
the average lO- to 12-acre cornfield produces 168 bushels of 
shelled corn per year, and since the average consumption per 
family is only 64 bushels a year even including the livestock, 
there is an average fatnily surplus of 104 bushels per year. It 
is this surplus of corn which, turned into cash, buys the few out- 
side necessities and little luxuries which the Maya family itself 
cannot produce; gunpowder and shot for hunting, cotton cloth 
for th.t huipiles of the women-folk, cotton shirts and pantaloons 
or overalls for the men and boys, colored thread for embroidery, 
perfumes, and face-powder, ribbons for the women’s hair, per- 
haps kerosene, if there is an oil lamp in the household, aguardiente 
for the men, jewelry for the women, an occasional horse, cow, or 
pig, and money for the herb doctors in case of sickness. Their 
wants are simple and the corn surplus is usually sufficient to pro- 
vide the means to satisfy them all. 

However, if the Maya farmer and his wife are content to do 
without most of these store-bought extras — ^and many families 
do get along without them — ^and if they keep only a few pigs and 
chickens, no horses and cows, he can produce enough corn for his 
family and limited livestock in only 76 work daysj and if he has 
no livestock at all (as his Old and New Empire ancestors did 
not have) he can raise enough corn for himself and his family in 
only 48 days. In short, he has between 293 and 317 days out of 
every year — ^nine and a half to ten and a half months — ^for non- 
food-producing activities. 

Here is the surplus time — -roughly nine to ten months — 
during which, in both the Old and New Empire periods, the 
pyramids, temples, palaces, colonnades, ball courts, dance plat- 
forms, courts, plazas, and causeways were built 5 during which in 
the Spanish Colonial Period, the massive churches, great monas- 
teries, and other public buildings were erected j and during which 
today the extensive hemp fields of northwestern Yucatan are 



cultivated, bushed, and cut. With so much free time on his 
hands, the Maya Indian for the last two thousand years has been 
successively exploited, first by his own native rulers and priests; 
next by his Spanish conquerors, again both civil and religious; 
and more recently by private owners in the hemp fields of Yucatan. 

OTHER CULTIVATED AND WILD, EDIBLE, AND 
USEFUL PLANTS 

After maize, the second most important food crop of the Maya 
is beans {bmd). These, as already noted, are often planted in 
the same holes as the corn and grow up around the cornstalks. 
There are two varieties, the small black bean and the red bean, 
the former being the overwhelming favorite. Beans in addition 
to being planted with the corn are raised in separate patches by 
themselves; in ancient times beans must have contributed a large 
part of the protein intake of every Maya, as they still do today. 

Numerous varieties of both squash and pumpkin are grown, 
sometimes in the backyards, but as -often as not in the milfas 
among the corn. Sweet potatoes, tomatoes, and cassava also are 
raised. Other common food plants of the Maya are: chayote, a 
herbaceoiis vine bearing a tender fruit not vinlike summer squash; 
chaya, the leaves of which are boiled and served as a vegetable; 
jicama, which is a root that looks like a turnip, is sweet, and is 
eaten raw; and many fruits — ^the mamey, a large sweet, red- 
meated fruit that grows wild throughout the Yucatan Peninsula; 
the avocado y a rich and important item in the Maya dietary; the 
sapodilla— a tree, the delicious fruit of which is a universal favor- 
ite, the milk of which makes chewing-gum, and the timber of 
which was used by the ancient Maya in their temples as door- 
lintels; the papaya; also several species of annonas, the cashews, 
oranges, bananas, plantains, granadilla, guava, ciricote, nanze, and 
many others. 

Another tree which grows everywhere in the Yucatan Penin- 
sula is the breadnut (Maya oiv, alicastrutn) . It is 

particularly common in the high forests near the ruins of ancient 



settlements, as is also the sapodilla. This greater frequency of 
both the breadnut and sapodilla in the vicinity of former centers 
of Maya population strongly suggests that both the Old and New 
Empires Maya planted these two trees in the vicinity of their 
settlements, just as their modern descendants still do today. The 
leaves of the breadnut are the chief fodder of mules and horses 
in the Yucatan Peninsula. The outer covering of the fruit is sweet 
and edible and the seeds, when boiled, are also eaten as a vege- 
table, or are dried and ground into flour. This tree must have 
been an important source of food in ancient times. 

Among plants raised for seasoning and flavoring are chili- 
pepper, vanilla, allspice, oregano, afazote (chenopodium), ctd- 
antro (coriander), and other herbs, roots, and leaves. 

A considerable number of plants are raised for their fibers. 
Although today the Maya buy machine-made cotton textiles, this 
is only a very recent development. Formerly cotton was ex- 
tensively planted, since Maya clothing was almost entirely made 
of handwoven cotton textiles (pp. 405-9). Another important 
fiber is henequen, hemp, or sisal, as it is variously called. Today 
this constitutes almost the only exportable product of Yucatan, 
and is literally the economic lifeline of the entire northern half 
of the peninsula. The fiber of the bayal palm is widely used in 
making baskets and the young leaves of the guano palm in mak- 
ing hats and mats. 

Maya colors are for the most part of vegetable origin. The 
arnatto tree, known locally as achiote, is raised for its fruit, which 
yields a rich orange-red color and is extensively used in flavoring 
chicken, other meats, and rice. Logwood is common in the 
akalches, or swamps, of the middle part of the peninsula and, 
until the appearance of aniline dyes, was exported in tremendous 
quantities. The mora tree yields the fustic wood of commerce, 
which gives green, and also the yellow-brown color used in khaki. 

The Yucatan forests afforded in greatest abundance all the 
materials required in the construction of the thatched houses of 
the common people: sapodilla and other woods for the house 
timbers, posts, etc.j mahogany and Spanish cedar for the doors, 



windows, and framesj f««»o and corozo palms for thatching as 
well as a coarse, wild perennial grass called ac from the savannas, 
also used in thatching. From the forests comes a quantity of vines 
and lianas which are used in tying together the wooden frame- 
work of the house — ^the beams, posts, poles, and saplings- — as 
nails are never used in making the Maya thatched house even to- 
day. Mahogany and Spanish cedar are also used for making the 
dugout canoes which ply the numerous rivers in the south. 

Other useful nonedible plants and trees are gourds for water 
bottles and food containers, tobacco, rubber, the copal and gumbo- 
limbo trees, the resin of the last two being used as incense; and 
fat pine for torches, the soapberry tree, the fruits of which give a 
soapy pulp that lathers, and the lignum vitae and nrnha trees, the 
wood of the former being used for making the containers in which 
the universal drink, chocolate, is made, and the wood of the latter 
furnishing the swizzle sticks with which it is mixed. 

The Yucatan Peninsula furnished everything the ancient Maya 
manner of living required, and indeed in the greatest abundance 
— ^building stone, lime, and gravel for their religious and govern- 
mental buildings, timber and thatch for the houses of the common 
people, an exceedingly rich and varied flora, which supplied every 
kind of non-flesh food, seasonings, kitchen utensils, medicines, 
fibers for textiles and basketry. The forest also supplied game 
of all kinds; the jaguar and deer were especially hunted, their 
pelts being made into cloaks and sandals for the riders and priests ; 
finally there were many birds of beautiful plumage. 

But amidst all this abundance, nature’s richest gift to man was 
maize — the Maya staff of life — ^without which they never could 
have developed their highly distinctive culture, the most brilliant 
aboriginal civilization of the New World, And if we bear con- 
stantly in mind the fact that from three-fourths to five-sixths 
of everything the average Maya eats, even today, is corn in one 
form or another, and that their culture was based directly upon, 
and derives straight from, agriculture as applied to the cultiva- 
tion of corn, we shall have learned the most basic fact about the 
Maya civilization. 



€iOVERNMEHT AMD SOCIAL ORGANIZATION 


DOCUMENTARY SOURCES FOR OLD EMPIRE HISTORY LACKING 

WE HAVE NO DIRECT evidence as to the type of govern- 
mental and social organization prevalent in the Old Empire, 
since no contemporary evidence bearing upon these points has sur- 
vived. Nor, indeed, has any account thereof been identified in the 
inscriptions; and contemporary manuscripts are, of course, com- 
pletely lacking. What little we may say about the governmental 
and social organization of the Old Empire depends entirely upon 
( I ) the indirect evidence furnished by what is known of the gov- 
ernmental and social organization in the New Empire, happily 
a very considerable amount of information, and (2) the direct 
evidence supplied by the sculptures, vase-paintings, and frescoes 
of the Old Empire. If we may draw analogies from the above- 
mentioned material, especially from what is known of New 
Empire governmental and social organization, and project it back- 
ward into Old Empire times, we may perhaps partially restore 
the unknown latter from the known former. Moreover, since 
Maya culture in all its essential elements is known to have been 
continuous, the governmental and social, organization of both Old 
and New Empire will be treated together, though most of the 
material on these subjects presented in this chapter, it should be 
remembered, has been drawn from New Empire sources and pri- 
marily concerns the New Empire. 

POLITICAL AND SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF THE OLD AND 

NEW EMPIRES 

As Stated elsewhere in this study (chapter iv, p. 50), the 
city-states of both the Old and New Empires were distinctly not 
empires in any political sense of the word. There was no Pharaoh, 


Caesar, no emperor who ruled over all the land at any one 
j5o time, though there can be no doubt that the whole Yucatan Penin- 
sula was held together by a common culture, a common language, 
and a common religion. Perhaps the closest analogies in the Old 
World to the government o£ both the Maya Old and New Em- 
pires are afforded by the city-states of Greece — Sparta, Athens, 
and Corinth — from the sixth to the second centuries before Christ} 
or again by the city-states of Italy — ^Venice, Genoa, and Florence 
— during the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries} or again by the 
cities of the Hanseatic League in Germany— Liibeck, Hamburg, 
and Bremen — ^also during the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries. 
The city-states of Greece and Italy and the cities of the Hanseatic 
League in Germany were in each case united by a common civi- 
lization} in each case their people spoke a common language} 
and finally, in each case, they had a common reli^on. Culturally 
they were homogeneous, politically they were independent. 

Projecting backward the conditions known to have existed in 
the New Empire, we are justified in assuming that the Maya Old 
Empire was divided into a number of independent city-states, 
perhaps loosely held together in some sort of a confederation, 
such as is known to have existed in the New Empire during the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries. Where there was such close con- 
tinuity in culture, language, and religion, there must have been 
a corresponding continuity in political institutions} to suppose 
otherwise is illogical. 

Relying upon archaeological evidence, such as minor differ- 
ences in the sculpture, architecture, and ceramic wares of the dif- 
ferent parts of the Old Empire region, which indicate a corre- 
sponding number of archaeological subprovinces, we may per- 
haps go even farther and hazard the guess that each of these 
archaeological subprovinces originally corresponded roughly to a 
politically independent city-state. In the late New Empire, we 
have seen, there were three such principal political entities— 
Chichen Itza, Uxmal, and Mayapan} but in the Old Empire, it 
would seem, there may perhaps have been at least four: ( i ) central 
and northern Peten, Guatemala} southern Campeche, Mexico, and 



British Honduras (the heart of the Old Empire region), the SJSS 
largest city and probable capital of which was Tikalj (2) the jgj 
Usumacinta Valley, the capital of which may have been either 
Palenque, Piedras Negras, or Yaxchilan, or perhaps all three in 
turn 5 (3) the southeastern subprovince with Copan as its capital} 

(4) the southwestern subprovince, possibly with Tonina as its 
principal governmental center. 

THE TERRITORIAL RULER 

At the head of the state stood the halach uinic (Maya for 
“True Man”), or territorial ruler. This position was hereditary 
in a single family in each city-state, descending from father to 
oldest son. Bishop Landa, in describing conditions in late New 
Empire times, twice states definitely that the lords were succeeded 
by their oldest sons: 

If the lord died, although his oldest son succeeded him, the other 
children were always very much respected and assisted and regarded as 
lords themselves; .... if, when the lord died, there were no sons 
[old enough] to reign, and he [the deceased lord] had brothers, the 
oldest of the brothers, or the best qualified, reigned, and they taught the 
heir their customs and feasts against the time he should become a man; 
and these brothers [paternal uncles of the heir], although the heir was 
[ready] to reign, commanded all their lives; and if he [the deceased 
lord] had no brothers, the priests and principal people elected a man 
proper for the position. 

This clearly indicates descent from father to oldest son with pro- 
vision for regencies by paternal uncles, if there were any, when 
the heir was a minor. The native chronicles of the sixteenth cen- 
tury also leave little room for doubt that the halach uinic was 
the supreme ruler of each state, and that at the time of the Span- 
ish Conquest, at least, this office customarily descended from 
father to oldest son. The halach uinic was also called ahau^ a 
word the sixteenth-century Maya manuscript-dictionaries define 
as “king, emperor, monarch, prince, or great lord.” This was also 
the title used by the Maya of the Colonial Period in referring to 



the King o£ Spain. The powers enjoyed by the halach uinic were 
very broad. He probably formulated both foreign and domestic 
policies of the state, with the aid and advice of a state council 
composed of the leading chiefs, priests, and special councillors 
{ah cuch cabob). He appointed the town and village chiefs 
{batabob), who stood in some sort of feudal relation to him, and 
the most important of whom were almost certainly his close blood 
relatives. 

During the New Empire one of the most important duties of 
the halach uinic was the examination of candidates for the chief- 
tainships of the various towns and villages. This took place at 
the beginning of each katun and was in effect a kind of civil service 
examination for the purpose of weeding out from the ranks of 
the legitimate aspirants to these offices the upstarts, pretenders, 
and those who applied for the positions under false pretenses. 
Many of the questions and answers are trivial and some contain 
references to post-Spanish objects, such as the horse j nevertheless 
these questionnaires which have been called “interrogations of the 
Chiefs” prove conclusively that: (i) the practice of examining 
prospective candidates for chieftainship in order to determine 
their eligibility and fitness therefor was firmly established; (2) 
proof of legitimacy in this matter was considered to be the pos- 
session of certain esoteric knowledge, supposed to have been 
handed down from father to son in those families which were re- 
garded as eligible to chieftainship; and (3) this esoteric knowl- 
edge was called the “language of Zuyua.” 

The, name Zuyua, we have seen (p. 86), is the place where the 
Xiu family is said to have originated — “to the west of Zuyua.” 
This name is inseparably connected with the Mexican penetra- 
tion of Yucatan in the tenth century, and its use to describe the 
esoteric language of the chiefs’ questionnaires strongly indicates 
that only members of families in which this Mexican chieftain- 
ship lore had been handed down were eligible to such offices. 
Whether such noble families actually must be of Mexican 
descent is not certain, but the long-standing and firmly established 
Nahua affiliations of the ruling families is beyond question 



(p. 88) j and it is not improbable that, theoretically at least, 
families which were eligible for chieftainship appointments were 
thought to have had a Mexican origin like the ruling houses. 

In addition to the fact that the halach uinic was the highest 
administrative and executive officer of the state, it is not im- 
probable that he was, at the same time, the highest ecclesiastical 
authority as well. It has even been suggested that the form of 
government in the city-states of the Old Empire may well have 
been that of a theocracy, the highest civil and religious powers 
being combined in the person of one individual, the halach uink 
—a sort of hereditary papacy, if such were possible. 

Judging from the sculptures of the Old Empire, the insignia of 
the halach uinic varied, depending upon which of his several 
functions — civil, religious, or military — ^is represented. As ad- 
ministrative head of state he carried in his right hand the Manikin 
Scepter, and in his left a round shield. The Manikin Scepter con- 
sists of a small anthropomorphic figure with a long curling nose 
like the masks on monument pedestals. One of the legs termi- 
nates in the head of a serpent (Fig. 6, a, b, and c), the scepter being 
held by the serpent-headed leg. The Manikin Scepter is probably 
also found on a fresco in the Temple of the Warriors at Chichen 
Itza. Here the seated figure of a halach uinic holds in fiis right 
hand by its serpent-headed leg what is probably a New Empire 
version of this same type of scepter (Fig. 6, c), and in his left-hand 
he grasps the usual round shield. In the Old Empire reliefs the 
halach uinic also holds a round shield in his left hand, as pointed 
out above} on the front of the .shield is a representation of the 
head of the sun-god (Fig. 6, g). 

These two emblems — scepter and shield — constitute the in- 
signia of the halach uink, as the highest officer of state in his ad- 
ministrative capacity. As head of the religious hierarchy, the 
halach uinic holds the Double-Headed Ceremonial Bar (Fig. 6, 
K). This is usually carried horizontally across the breast, though 
occasionally it is held diagonally, one end resting on the shoul- 
der (see Plate 67, h). The ends of this emblem terminate in 
heads which are sometimes serpentine, sometimes human. In 


Fig. 6. — Ceremonial insignia, and weapons of the Old and New Empires: (^y) 
Probably a late New Empire example of the Manikin Scepter, from the Xin 
genealogical tree; (^) the Manikin Scepter during the Old Empire, from Zoo- 
morph F at Quirigua; (^) probably a New Empire example of the Manikin 
Scepter, from a fresco in the Temple of the Warriors at Chichen Itxa; (d) a 
spear, symbol of military rank during both the Old and New Empires;' (if) a 
throwing-stick, symbol of military rank during both the Old and New Empires; 
(/) a war club, symbol of military rank during both the Old and New Empires; 
(g) a small, round ceremonial shield used during the Old Empire; (k) a double* 
headed ceremonial bar, symbol of highest religious rank during the Old Empire. 


one case— on the back of Stela u at Yaxchilan (Plate 1 8, ^)— a 
halach uinic is shown impersonating a deity with a mask of the 
god’s head held in front of his face. Finally, as the highest mili- 
tary officer of the state, he carries a weapon of some sort, usually 
a spear (Fig. 6, d)., occasionally a throwing-stick, hulche (Fig. 6, 
e) -, or a club (Fig. 6, /), but never the bow and arrow, which were 
unknown in Old Empire times and do not appear in Maya history 
until the Mexican Period of the New Empire. In late New 
Empire times the position of halach uinic is described as follows: 

[He was] cacique and governor of the town . . . . ; he, it was, who 
served thus in the said town, and he was its father. Lord and halach uinic, 
which in our language is “great Lord,” with whom they had to take 
counsel, and act according to his opinion. [And again] The lords were 
absolute and what they ordered was carried out without fail. 

RULING HOUSES OF THE LATE NEW EMPIRE 

At the time of the Spanish Conquest, the five leading families 
of the peninsula were: (i) the Xiu, or Tutul Xiu with their 
capital at Mani, though formerly at Uxmal} (a) the Cocom with 
their capital at Sotuta, though formerly at Mayapan; (3) the 
Canek with their capital at Tayasal at the western end of Lake 
Peten Itza in central Peten, Guatemala, though formerly at 
Chichen Itza in the northeastern corner of the peninsula j (4) the 
Chel descended from a former priest of Mayapan, with their 
capital at Tecoh; and (5) the Pech with their capital at Motul. 

Easily the foremost of these was the Xiu, perhaps because 
this family had taken the leading part in the successful revolt 
against Mayapan in 1441, as a result of which Cocom, the halach 
uinic of Mayapan, was slain and his capital destroyed. 

In the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at 
Harvard University there is preserved a leather portfolio of 
family paperSj the proofs of nobility of the Xiu family, which 
were accumulated during the Spanish Colonial Period. There are 
145 individual documents in this collection, written ' either in 
Maya or Spanish, on hand-made European paper, the three 
earliest — a map, a land treaty, and a genealogical tree — ^being the 



2222 most interesting. All three of these date from 1557, only fifteen 
jgg years after the Spanish Conquest. 

The Map (Plate 20) shows the Province of the Xiu with its 
capital, Mani, at the center. The symbol for each town and village 
is a Catholic church with a tower surmounted by a cross, or in the 
cases of the smaller villages, with crosses only. The symbol used 
for Uxmal, the former Xiu capital, which was entirely abandoned 
by the middle fifteenth century- (that is, before this map was 
made) is the somewhat crude representation of a Maya temple. 

The land treaty (Plate 2i) which accompanies the map and 
bears the same date ( 1 557) has the distinction of being the earliest 
known document to be written in the Maj^ language, but mth 
the characters of Spanish script. It describes the boundaries be- 
tween the Xiu state and the adjoining provinces. 

The genealogical tree (Plate 22) is perhaps the most interest- 
ing of the three. At the bottom sits Hun Uitzil Chac Tutul Xiu, 
the founder of Uxmal (chapter v, p. 87). The foundation of this 
city, according to the fragmentary hieroglyph to the left of the 
fan held in this first Xiu’s left hand, took place in a Katun 2 Ahau 
(987-1007, Table V). The handle of this fan, it will be seen 
(Fig. 6, a), also terminates in the head of a serpent, and the fan 
itself is probably a late New Empire form of the Manikin Scepter 
of the Old Empire. Compare Fig. 6, a, b, and c. At Hun Uitzil 
Chac’s right kneels his wife Yx .... of Ticulj she points with 
,j 4 pride to their joint achievement — ^the spreading Xiu family tree. 

lHI It is to be noted, however, that the tree rises from his loins and not 

IP from hers, a graphic insistence upon patrilinear descent. Be- 

P tween Hun Uitzil Chac and his first descendants that appear on 

the tree, two brothers — Ah. Dzun and Ah Uitz Xiu — there is a 
gap of 18 generations, covering a little more than four centuries. 
The former of these two brothers was the grandfather of another 
Ah Dzun, also called Napot Xiu, who, we have seen in chap- 
ter V (pp. 95-97), lost his life at Otzmal in 1536 through Cocom 

The object of the tree was obviously to prove conclusively to 
the Spanish Crown the descent of the Conquest-period Xiu from 



the former royal house of Uxmal. For this reason the founder 
of Uxmal, Hun Uitzil Chac, appears as the progenitor of the 
family. The intervening i8 generations were suppressed, per- 
haps because they were unnecessary to the purpose of the picture, 
or perhaps because of family pride. Because from 119410 1441 
the Xiu were vassals of the Gocom family, they were compelled to 
live at Mayapan, the Cocom capital, along with all the other 
Maya lords j this continued until 1441, when they rebelled, as 
related on pages 92 and 93, under Ah Xupan Xiu, the then Xiu 
halach uinic. This latter Xiu was the father of the two brothers, 
Ah Dzun and Ah Uitz, the first names on the tree above the 
figure of Hun Uitzil Chac, the founder of the family. 

The papers in the ancient leather portfolio at the Peabody 
Museum at Harvard carry the Xiu story down to the time of the 
Mexican Independence in 18215 finally from living members 
of the family it has been possible to continue their history down 
to the present day. Indeed the present head of the family, don 
Nemesio Xiu, who lives at Ticul in northern Yucatan (Plate 23, 
a and b')., belongs to the thirty-eighth generation beginning with 
Hun Uitzil Chac, the founder of Uxmal. My wife and I had the 
pleasure of standing as godparents at the marriage of don 
Nemesio’s oldest son, Dionisio, in 1940 (Plate 23, c and 
Dionisio’s infant daughter Genoveva, and son, Gerardo, the latter 
born on April 23, 1943, are descendants in the fortieth generation 
counting from the founder of the family. 

How far the Xiu have fallen during the past thousand years, 
since those distant days when they ruled over one of the greatest 
city-states of northern Yucatan, is strikingly reflected in the resi- 
dences of the heads of the family during that period. Plate 25, a, 
is a photograph of the Palace of the Governor at Uxmal, the 
official residence of the Xiu when they were halach uinicil^ or in- 
dependent na:tive Maya rulers. Plate 25, b, shows their residence 
in the early Colonial Period, when the Xiu had been created 
Spanish hidalgos, or nobles, by royal patent 5 this is the house of 
Francisco de Montejo Xiu at Mani, that Ah Kukum Xiu who, 
before baptism, so greatly aided Francisco de Montejo the 



Younger in the conquest of Yucatan (pp. 113, 114). Finally 
Plate 25, c, is a picture of the simple thatched home of don Ne- 
mesio Xiu on the outskirts of Ticulj the present head of the fam- 
ily is a humble Mexican corn farmer, in no way to be distinguished, 
either socially or economically, from thousands of other Maya 
corn farmers throughout Yucatan — from native rulers to Spanish 
nobles to small Mexican corn farmers in the last thousand years. 

Ancient Maya society seems to have been divided into four 
general classes: the nobility (Maya almehenob)-j the priesthood 
(Maya ahkinob) •, th.t common people (Maya ah chembal 
uinicob)) zn 6 .th& sh.vc% (JAzyn ffencatob). 

The Nobility.— -^tloiSff the halach uinic stood the batabs or 
lesser chiefs. They were the local magistrates and executives, who 
administered the affairs of the towns and villages which were de- 
pendent upon the territorial capital ruled directly by the halach 
uinic. In the New Empire and probably in the Old Empire as 
well, although appointed by the halach uinic, they were members 
of a hereditary nobility called almehenob, meaning in Maya 
“those who have fathers and mothers”} even well down into 
Spanish colonial times the hereditary nobles were called caciques 
or natural lords, by the Spaniards. They exercised both executive 
and judicial authority in their respective communities, and, al- 
though in times of war all served under one supreme military 
chief, called the nacom, who held office for three years, onch batab 
personally commanded his own soldiers. He administered the 
affairs of the town or village in his charge, presided over the local 
council, and saw to it that the houses were kept in repair and that 
the people cut and burned their fields at the times indicated by 
the priests. In his capacity as judge he sentenced criminals and 
decided civil suits. If the latter were of unusual importance he 
consulted the halach uinic before passing judgment. Although no 
tribute was paid directly to the batab, being rendered only to the 
halach uinic, the batabs were supported, nevertheless, by what the 
people grew and made. Ono oiUno bataNs principal duties was to 
see that his town or village paid its appointed tribute promptly to 
the halach uinic. 
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Pirate 20. — ^Anciei^t Map op the Province of Mani, Yucatan, Mexico 



There were two kinds of war captains: one hereditary, pre- 
sumably the the other, of much greater importance, who 

was elected for a period of three years. The latter, as already 
mentioned, was given the title of nacom. 

This one, called the nacom, could not, during these three years, have 
relations with any woman, even his own wife, nor eat red meat. They 
held him in great veneration and gave him fish and iguanas, which are 
like lizards, to eat. In this time [his tenure of office] he did not get 
drunk, and he kept separate in his house the utensils and other objects 
which he used, and no women served him and he had but little com- 
munication with the people. At the end of these three years [of office 
all was] as before. These two captains [the nacom and batab'\ discussed 
the affairs of war and put them in order .... 

[And again] They bore him [the nacom\ in great pomp, perfuming him 
as if he were an idol, to the temple where they seated him and burned 
incense to him as to an idol. 

It would seem from the foregoing that the elected nacom formu- 
lated the strategy of war as a kind of chief of staff, while the 
hatahs, the hereditary chiefs, led their respective contingents into 
battle} that is, they were the field commanders. 

Next below the hatab were the town councillors, or elders, the 
ak cuch cabob, two or three in number} each had a vote in the town 
government and without their assent nothing could be done. 
Finally each stood at the head of a subdivision of the town, or 
village, a sort of ward. They are likened by the Spanish writers 
of the sixteenth century to the regidores in Spanish town govern- 
ments, and may perhaps be compared to our own aldermen.. 

The ah ktdelob, or deputies, accompanied th.t batab wherever 
he went and were his assistants, mouthpieces, and messengers, 
who carried out his orders} there were usually two or three of 
them and they may perhaps be compared very roughly to our 
special-assignment policemen. 

The duties of the ah holfo-pob, meaning in Maya “those at 
the head of the mat,” are not so clear. They are said to have 
assisted the lords in the government of their towns, and through 
them the townspeople approached the lords. They were the 


advisers of their lords on matters of foreign polity and concerning 
embassies from other states. They are also said to have been 
masters of the fofolna or house where the men met to discuss 
public affairs and to learn the dances for the town festivals. 
Finally, the ah half op was the chief singer and chanter in charge 
of the dances and musical instruments in each town. 

The lowest grade of officials were the tupileSy or town con- 
stables, the ordinary policemen, who stood at the bottom of the 
law-enforcement structure. 

Some of the secondary figures in Old Empire sculptures, 
frescoes, and vase-paintings, it is not unreasonable to suppose, are 
representations of some of these officials, which, if they were not 
known under these same New Empire titles, doubtless had others 
that denoted similar, if not indeed identical, offices. Again, it is to 
be remembered, we are trying to interpret Old Empire conditions 
in the reflected light of known New Empire institutions. 

The ruling houses and nobility of the New Empire took great 
pride in preserving their family histories, genealogical trees, and 
the records of their descent, a case in point being the Xiu, the 
former ruling house of Uxmal described in the previous section. 
Although evidence on this particular point is wholly lacking for 
the Old Empire, in view of the close connection and cultural 
continuity between these two principal epochs of ancient Maya 
history, it seems highly probable that the rulers and lords of the 
earlier period must also have been equally meticulous in preserv- 
ing their family histories, or, in fact, that the rulers could not have 
been chosen from any other class than a hereditary nobility. 

The Priesthood . — ^The Maya priesthood must have been of 
equal if not even of greater importance than the lords and lesser 
chiefs; indeed. Bishop Landa describing conditions in the late 
New Empire says that both classes were hereditary and were 
derived from the nobility: 

They taught the sons of the other priests and the second sons of the lords 
who [were] brought them from their infancy, if they saw that they 
had an inclination for this profession; .... and his [the high-priest’s] 
sons or his nearest relatives succeeded him in office. 



And Herrera^ another early Spanish- historian,: writes r 

For the matters concerning the worship of - their gods they had one who 
was the high-priest^ whose sons succeeded him in the priesthood. ,, ■ ; 

Indeed, there is little doubt, that all the highest offices, both civil 
and religious, were hereditary, being filled from the members of, 
one family in each state, or, from their immediate connections by, 
marriage. 

Landa says that the high priest in late New Empire- times was 
ailed AAaucm Mm. This, however, seems to be more' than a 
>imple title, rather a combination of the title ahmcan and the, 
family name, Mai, common in Yucatan, even today. The' high 
priest may well have been called simply the ahaucan since this 
word in Maya means ^^the Lord Serpent” and, in combining the 
surname Mai with it, Landa was doubtless referring to a specific 
family named Mai in which the -office seems to have been heredi-' 
tary at Mayapan. Landa says further that 

He was very much respected by the lords and had no refartamiento of 
Indians [no Indians specially set aside for his personal service], but 
besides the oiferings, the lords made him presents and all the priests of 
the town brought contributions to him • . • • • In him was the key of 
their learning and it was to these matters that they [the high priests] 
mostly dedicated themselves; and they gave advice to the lords and re- 
plied to their questions. They seldom dealt with matters pertaining to 
the sacrifices except at the time of the principal feasts, or very important 
matters of business. They provided priests for the towns when they 
were needed, examining them in the sciences and ceremonies and com- 
mitted to them the duties of their office, and set good example to people 
and provided them with books and sent them forth. And they employed 
themselves in the duties of the temples and in teaching their sciences as 
well as writing books about them, . V . . 

The sciences which they taught were the computation of the years, 
months and days, the festivals and ceremonies, the administration of the 
sacraments, the fateful days and seasons, their methods of divination and 
their prophecies, events and the cures for diseases and their antiquities 
[history] and how to read and write with their letters and characters 
[hieroglyphics] with which they wrote, and [to make] drawings which 
illustrate the meaning of the writings. , ' 



The great temple establishments in the ceremonial centers of 
the Old and New Empires, with their manifold activities of ritual, 
sacrifice, divination, astronomical observations, chronological cal- 
culations, hieroglyphic writings, religious instruction, manage- 
ment of the monasteries, where the many priests lived, was al- 
most as big business for those days as directing the ship of state. 
The high priests of the different states must have been not only 
extremely able administrators, but also outstanding scholars, 
astronomers, and mathematicians, and all this in addition to their 
purely religious duties. They were also councillors of state, ad- 
vising the halach ulnic on political matters. Being of the ruling 
house themselves, their interest in the state was as great as that of 
the halach uinic; indeed it may not be too far fetched to liken them 
to the great princes of the Church in Europe during the Middle 
Ages, who were prelates, statesmen, administrators, and warriors, 
all in one^ 

Another class of priests were the chilanes or diviners, the 
mouthpieces of the gods, whose duty it was to give the replies of 
the gods to the people — in effect, oracles. The chilanes were held 
in such high respect that the people carried them on their shoul- 
ders when they appeared in public. 

Another priest was the nacom, (not to be- confused with the 
war chief of the same title), who was elected for life, and, ac- 
cording to Landa, was held in little esteem, since he was the 
functionary who actually slit open the breasts of the sacrificial 
victims and plucked out their hearts: 

At this time came the executioner, the nacom^ with a knife of stone, 
and with much skill and cruelty struck him [the sacrificial victim] with 
the knife between the ribs of his left side under the nipple, and at once 
plunged his hand in there [the opening in the breast] and seized the 
heart like a raging tiger, tearing it out alive, and having placed it on a 
plate, he gave it to the priest, who went quickly and anointed the face of 
the idols with that fresh blood. 

The little esteem shown the nacom for his leading role in human 
sacrifice recalls the odium with which the embalmers were re- 
garded in ancient Egypt. Those who actually opened the bodies 


after death for the purpose of withdrawing the entrails, prior to 
embalming, were stoned from the house by relatives of the de- 
ceased. 

ll\i& nacom was assisted in the ceremony of human sacrifice by 
four aides called chacs^ respectable old men chosen anew on each 
occasion. 

The chacs seized the poor man whom they were going to sacrifice and 
with great haste, placed him on his back upon that stone and all four 
held him by the legs and arms so that they divided him in the middle. 

Other duties of the chacs were to assist at the puberty ceremony, 
to kindle the new fire in the month of Pop at the beginning of 
the Maya New Year, and to fast and anoint the new idols with 
blood drawn from their own ears in the month of Mol, which 
was dedicated to making new idols. The four chacs also assisted 
at a ceremony in the month of Tzec to bring about an abundance 
of honey. 

Ahkin was, and still is today, the general name for “priest” in 
Maya, even being applied to priests of the Catholic Church. The 
word means literally in Maya “he of the sun.” Some of the 
ahkines had specialized duties, for example as prophets of the 
thirteen Maya ages, or thirteen differently numbered katuns 
(p. 292). “These ages are thirteen in number^ each age has its 
separate idol and its priest with a separate prophecy of its events.” 
Again, at a sanctuary on the island of Cozumel, another ahkin 
acted as the oracle, and at the Sacred Cenote, or Well of Sacrifice 
at Chichen Itzz, zn ahkin served in the same capacity. It was 
also an ahkin who received the hearts of the sacrificial victims from 
the hands of the nacom and offered them to the idols of the Maya 
gods. 

The modern Maya of northern Yucatan, when they practice 
the few ancient ceremonies which have survived among them, 
such as the cha-ch'ac, or rain-bringing ceremony, employ the 
service of an ahmen or medicine-man— in Maya, literally “he 
who understands.” The is also the prophet and, at the 

same time, the inflicter as well as the healer of diseases. 


The priesthood was an influential class, probably the most 
powerful single group in the state, more so even than the no- 
bility. Their knowledge of the movements of the heavenly bodies 
(the sun, the moon, Venus, and possibly Mars), their ability to 
predict both lunar and solar eclipses, their penetration into 
every phase of the life of the common people, made them feared 
and respected and gave them a hold on the superstitions of the 
masses equaled by that of no other class. That we hear of no class 
struggle between the Maya nobility and priesthood such as that 
which occurred in ancient Egypt during the Twentieth and Twen- 
ty-first Dynasties is probably to be explained by the fact that 
among the ancient Maya the highest members of each group 
were probably more or less closely related. 

The Common Peofle . — ^The great mass of the people in both 
the Old and New Empires were the humble corn farmers, whose 
sweat and toil supported not only themselves but also their su- 
preme ruler (the hdach uinic), their local lords (the batabob)., 
and the priesthood {ahkinob). In addition to this no inconsider- 
able task, they were the actual builders of the great ceremonial 
centers, the lofty pyramid-temples, the vast colonnades, the 
palaces, monasteries, ball courts, dance platforms, terraces, and 
raised stone highways (Maya sacbeob) which connected the 
principal cities. They likewise quarried, dressed, and sculp- 
tured the enormous quantities of stone and building blocks em- 
ployed in these great constructions. They, with their stone axes, 
felled the thousands of trees which served for the fuel of the 
kilns where the local limestone was burned to make lime for the 
mortar j and with the same axes and stone-chisels they felled, 
fashioned, and carved the hardwood door-lintels and roof-beams 
of sapodiMa, the only wood that has been found in connection 
with Maya stone architecture. They were the masons, who 
dressed the building blocks, the stoneworkers who sculptured the 
stelae and carved the different elements in the elaborate stone- 
mosaic fagades. And these same common folk were even the 
beasts of burden who carried the stone from the quarries to the 
building sites, who climbed the pole scaffoldings, tied together 



with wild vines and lianas from the forest, carrying the heavy 
carved stone elements to. their places, on their otm heads. 

Other obligations of the lower class were to pay tribute to the 
halach uinic, to give presents to their local lords, and to make of- 
ferings to the gods through the priests. This tribute, these pres- 
ents and ofFerings, in the aggregate, must have bulked large. 
They consisted of all kinds of produce of the field — maize, beans, 
tobacco, cotton — a kind of woven cotton cloth called fati (Span- 
ish manta)., domesticated fowls, salt from the salt beds along the 
coast, dried fish from the sea, all kinds of game — deer, peccary, 
jaleb (Aztec tefiscuintU), and birds — cacao, fom (copal) for in- 
cense, honey and wax from the forests, and finally strings of 
green-stone beads (jade), red-stone beads (coral), and shells. 
Their lands were held as community property and tilled in 
common. Bishop Landa says: 

The common people at their own expense made the houses of the lords 

Beyond the house, all the people did their sowing for the lord, 

cared for his fields and harvested what was necessary for him and his 
household; and when there was hunting or fishing, or when it was time 
to get their salt, they always gave the lord his share, since these things they 
always did as a community They also joined together for hunt- 

ing in companies of fifty, more or less, and they roast the flesh of the 
deer on grills, so that it shall not be wasted [spoil] and having reached 
the town, they make presents to their lord and distribute [them] as among 
friends. And they do the same in their fishing. 

The common people lived on the outskirts of the towns and 
villages; indeed, position in the social scale depended on the dis- 
tance a man’s house was from the central plaza of the city, town, 
or village where he lived (pp. 312, 313). 

It was this social class, by far the largest in the state, these 
lowly corn farmers, hewers of wood and drawers of water, these 
simple artisans, masons, stonecutters, carpenters, lime-burners, 
these carriers of burdens of every sort, who, directed by the no- 
bility but inspired by the priesthood, raised the great cities of stone 
that abound throughout the Yucatan Peninsula from the foot- 



hills of the cordillera in the far south to the shores of the Yucatan 
Ghannel in the far north— a prodigious human achievement. 

We do not know what generic term was used to describe the 
common people in ancient times, though the sixteenth-century 
Maya dictionaries composed by Spanish priests give ah chembal 
uinicob, memba uinicob^ and yalba uinicob as meaning ‘^the com- 
mon people, the plebeians” j these terms in Maya mean literally 
“the inferior or lower men.” At the time of the Spanish Conquest, 
and indeed even today in northern Yucatan, the common people, 
particularly the Maya Indians, are called mazehualob, a word bor- 
rowed from the Nahua peoples of central Mexico, which means 
the lower classes as compared with the nobility. As used at present 
in northern Yucatan, however, this term carries a distinct con- 
notation of social inferiority and depreciation. 

Slaves. — At the bottom of the social scale were the slaves, 
called ffentacob in Maya. Slavery seems to have been practiced 
in both the Old and New Empires, despite Bishop Landa’s ex- 
plicit statement that it was not introduced until late New Empire 
times by one of the later Cocom rulers of Mayapan. This is diffi- 
cult to believe, however, in view of the frequent representations 
of the so-called “captive figures” on the Old Empire monuments. 
Sometimes these captives are bound by ropes, their hands being 
tied behind their backs, as, for example, on Stela 1 2 at Piedras 
Negras (Plate i8, c) or on Altar VIII at Tikal (Plate 51, Y"). 
These “captive figures” are, almost certainly, representations of 
enslaved prisoners of war, though they may well stand for the 
people of a whole town or village collectively rather than repre- 
sent any specific individual. Sometimes their faces are different 
from those of the principal figures, a difference which may indi- 
cate that the lords belonged to a special hereditary class. 

In New Empire times, when we have direct, documentary 
evidence of the existence of slavery, the condition in each case 
would seem to have arisen in one of five different ways: (i) by 
having been born a slave; (2) by having been made a slave in 
punishment for stealing; (3) by having been made a prisoner of 
war; (4) by having become an orphan; and (5) by having been 






acquired by purchase, or trade. Although children born into slavery 
were uncommon, the condition existed, but in such cases provision 
was made by law and custom for the possible redemption of such 
slave children. If a person were caught stealing, he was bound 
over to the person he had robbed, remaining the latter’s slave for 
life, or until he was able to repay the value of the articles stolen. 
Prisonere of war were always enslaved. Those of high degree 
were sacrificed immediately, but those of lower rank became the 
property of the soldier who had captured them. Slaves of this 
kind, that is, prisoners of war, are represented in a mural painting 
from the Temple of the Warriors at Chichen Itza, where they 
are portrayed as naked, their bodies being painted with black and 
white stripes, curiously enough, not unlike the striped clothing 
worn by the inmates of our own prisons (Plate 24). 

Orphans were acquired for sacrifice either by purchase or even 
by kidnaping} some people made a special business of kidnaping 
children for this purpose. If purchased, the price of a small boy 
varied from five to ten stone beads. In one case we read of two 
fathoms of thick beads having been paid for each of two boys, 
who were to be sacrificed. Orphans who had been brought up by 
rich lords were frequently sacrificed, especially when they were 
the children of slave women, or when their fathers were already 
dead. Finally, slaves were acquired by purchase or in trade. 
Landa, in enumerating the vices of the Maya mentions 

idolatries and repudiation of their wives and orgies of public drunken- 
ness and buying and selling slaves. .... The occupation to which 
they are most inclined was trade, carrying cloth and salt and slaves to 
the lands of Tabasco and Ulua [the present Ulua Valley in Honduras], 
exchanging all of it for cacao and stone-beads which were their money; 
and with this they were accustomed to buy slaves or other beads because 
they were fine and good, which their chiefs wore as jewels at their feasts. 

One early authority writing of Nicaragua says that “a slave costs 
one hundred almonds [cacao-beans], more or less, according to 
his condition and the agreement between the buyer and seller.” 
If this is true, either the value of cacao-beans must have been ex- 



tremeiy high in ancient times or the price of slaves correspond- 
ingly low. 

The most famous slave in all Maya history was the beautiful 
Mexican girl, Marina, already mentioned in chapter vi (pp. 102, 
103), who became the mistress of Cortes and assisted more than 
any other one person in the conquest of Mexico. She was born of 
noble Mexican parents at Paynala in the Province of Coatzacoal- 
cos. Her father had died when she was but a little girl, and her 
mother remarried and had a son by her second husband. The 
mother and stepfather, desiring that Marina’s half-brother should 
succeed them in their honors, instead of the girl, who was the 
rightful heir, gave her secretly by night to some Indians from 
Xicalanco, spreading the report at the time that she had died. 
The Xicalanco Indians later sold her to some Indians in Tabasco, 
who in turn gave her to Cortes among a group of twenty slave 
girls when the future conqueror of Mexico landed in Tabasco 
in the early spring of 1519. 

Marina, whose Nahuatl name was Malinal (the name of one 
of the Aztec days), which the Spaniards corrupted into Malinche, 
was born of Nahuatl-speaking parents, that being the language of 
the Province of Coatzacoalcos. Later, as a child and young girl in 
Xicalanco and Tabasco, she had learned to speak Maya, probably 
the Chontal dialect (Plate 6). Geronimo de Aguilar, a Spaniard, 
who, as we have seen in chapter vi (pp. 98, 99), was a prisoner and 
slave of the Maya in eastern Yucatan from 1511 to 1519, there 
learned to speak Maya. Bernal Diaz del Castillo, one of Cortes’ 
companions-at-arms, writes of Marina and Aguilar as follows: 

Dona Marina knew the language of Coatzacoalcos, which is that 
common to Mexico, and she knew the language of Tabasco, as did also 
Geronimo de Aguilar,- who spoke the language of Yucatan and Tabasco, 
which is one and the same. So that these two could understand each other 
clearly, and Aguilar translated into Castilian for Cortes. 

By means of this noble-born, Mexican-Maya slave-girl and this 
Spanish prisoner, Cortes carried on all his conversations with 
Moctezuma and his Aztec subjects during the early stages of the 



Conquest, indeed until after Marina herself had mastered Spanish 
and the services of Aguilar could be dispensed with. 

Marina bore Cortes a natural son, don Martin Cortes. She 
accompanied the conqueror of Mexico on his epic march across 
Peten to the Province of Honduras-Hibueras in 1524— 1525 
(chapter vii, pp. 117-22), during which Cortes gave her in mar- 
riage to a Castilian hidalgo named don Juan de Jararaillo. After 
the Conquest the Spanish Crown granted her several estates in and 
around the former Aztec capital, and there she lived in the en- 
joyment of wealth, probably to a ripe old age, since mention is 
made of a grandchild during her lifetime. 

TRACES OF FORMER CLAN ORGANIZATION 

Although by the time of the Spanish Conquest almost all traces 
of clan organization among the ancient Maya had disappeared, 
nevertheless, there are suggestions that originally some such a 
system had been prevalent. For example. Bishop Landa says: 

They always called their sons and daughters by the name of the father 
and the mother, that of the father as the proper name, and that of the 
mother as the appellative name as follows. The son of Chel [patronymic] 
and Chan [matronymic] is called Na Chan Chel, which means the son 
of such and such people [using the mother’s family name, here Chan, as 
a middle name]. And this is the reason [why] the Indians say that those 
bearing the same name are all of one family, and that they are treated as 
such. And on this account when one comes to a place which is not known 
to him and he is in need, he at once makes use of his name, and if there 
are any of the same name there, they receive him at once and treat him 
with the greatest kindness. And thus no woman or man was ever married 
to another of the same name, for that was in their opinion a great infamy. 

This is direct reference to the prevalence of an exogamous sur- 
name marriage taboo, probably based originally upon a funda- 
mental clan system of social organization, that is, a number of 
persons claiming descent from a common ancestor. 

This ancient Maya taboo against marriages between persons 
having the same family names has survived down to the present 
day among the Tzental and Lacandon Maya. In a number of 



Tzentai villages in the highlands of Chiapas, Mexico, marriage 
jgQ between persons having the same Indian family name is either 
forbidden outright, or at least, strongly discouraged, as if of too 
close blood relationship. This taboo operates so strongly in some 
villages that it extends even to Tzentai families who have lost 
their Indian surnames and have adopted Spanish surnames. If 
the latter are the same, and such cases occasionally arise, marriages 
between such persons are forbidden. 

Among the few surviving Lacandon Maya of the Chiapas 
lowlands occupying the dense forests on the southwest side of the 
Usumacinta Valley, now reduced to something like two hundred 
souls, children included, everyone was found to belong to one 
clan or another, the clan to which an individual belonged being in- 
herited from his father, as are Maya surnames among both the 
Yucatan and Tzentai Maya. These clan names among the Lacan- 
don — and some eighteen of them have been enumerated — are 
all derived from animals or birds, such as the spider-monkey, the 
howler-monkey, the wild boar, the peccary, the deer, the jaguar, 
the tapir, the gibnut, the swallow, the pheasant, the partridge, the 
parrot, the macaw, etc., all of which suggest a former totemic 
significance. Although not common, marriages between persons 
of the same surname, and hence clan-name, among the modern 
Lacandon do occur, and if exogamy ever existed among them it 
has disappeared before the stern necessity of finding mates of any 
surname and clan at all, when the total number of the entire group 
has dwindled almost to the vanishing point. 

Superimposed on the clan organization of the Lacandon, there 
is evidence of still larger social groups composed of several clans 
each, which are not so clearly understood. It has been suggested 
that the latter may be the remains of a former more elaborate 
social organization composed of groups of families, at least orig- 
inally supposed to have had a common ancestor. 

Returning to the Maya of the late New Empire, however, ex- 
cept for the surname exogamy taboo mentioned by Bishop Landa, 
all traces of dan organization, whether originally totemic or not, 
seem to have disappeared before the time of the Spanish Conquest. 



UFE OF THE COMMON PEOPLE 


BIRTH, NAMES, AND THE HETZMEK CEREMONY 

FROM THE CRADLE to the grave, the life of the common 
people was dominated by their religious beliefs as interpreted by 
the priesthood 5 indeed the ceremonial pattern of every man’s or 
woman’s life was predetermined for him, or her, as the case might 
be, according to the day of the tzolkin^ or sacred year of 260 days, 
upon which he or she happened to have been born. Among the 
Cakchiquel of the highlands of Guatemala there was the belief 
that the day of one’s birth even controlled one’s temperament 
and destiny. This accidental fact in itself determined in advance 
for the ancient Maya the gods who were friendly to him, as 
well as those who were hostile 5 those upon whose help he could 
rely because he had been born on a day when their influence was 
friendly, and those whom he must placate all his life because he 
had been born on a day when their influence was hostile. Finally, 
among some Maya tribes — the Cakchiquel, for example — ^the 
given name of every Cakchiquel was fixed automatically for him, 
since his name had to be that of the day upon which he was born, as 
for example Hunimox (Maya Hun Imix), etc. This practice, 
however, if ever present among the Maya of northern Yucatan, 
had disappeared long before the time of the Spanish Conquest. 

The ancient Maya loved their children deeply, just as their 
descendants do today. Children were greatly desired and the 
women even “asked them of the idols with gifts and prayers.” In 
order to induce pregnancy, recourse was had to the priests, who 
prayed in behalf of the woman and placed under her bed an image 
of the goddess Ixchel, “the goddess of making children,” that is, 
of pregnancy and childbirth. 

As soon as the child was born, it was washed, and four or five 
days later the headboards, which were to flatten artificially the 


181 



little one’s forehead, were bound to its head. Depressed foreheads 
were considered a mark of beauty among the ancient Maya, and 
this deformation was achieved, four or five days after birth, by 
binding the heads of the babies between a pair of flat boards, one at 
the back of the head, the other against the forehead. These boards 
were left in place for several days, and, after they were removed, 
the head remained flattened for the rest of the child’s life. This 
head-flattening was as much of a convention among the ancient 
Maya as the practice of binding the feet of the women formerly 
was among the Chinese. All Maya representations of the human 
head in profile show that this practice must have been all but uni- 
versal, certainly among the upper class. 

Another mark of distinction was to be cross-eyed, and mothers 
deliberately tried to bring about this condition by hanging little 
balls of resin to the hairs falling between their children’s eyes. 
These pellets of resin dangling between the eyes made the chil- 
dren look at them and thus tended to cross their eyes. The ears, 
lips, and septum of the nose were pierced to hold gold, copper, 
jade, wood, shell, bone, and stone ornaments. 

A ceremony performed among the modern Maya of Yucatan 
which undoubtedly is a survival from ancient times is that of the 
hetzmek^ or carrying the baby astride the hip for the first time. 
It is fully as important as the baptismal and puberty ceremonies to 
be described later. Maya babies and young children are carried 
astride the left hip. The child is held in place by the left arm of the 
person carrying it (Plates lO, h, and 12, c). This is done for the 
first time in the case of a baby girl when she is three months old, 
and in the case of a baby boy when. he is four months old; this dif- 
ference in time for this ceremony as between boys and girls is said 
to be because the Maya hearth {koben), symbolic of woman’s ac- 
tivities in the home, has three stones; and the cornfield, symbolic 
of man’s activities in the field, has four corners. 

Usually there are two godparents for this ceremony — a hus- 
band and wife; though if there be but one, it is a man for a boy 
and a woman for a girl. Nine different objects, symbolic of what 
the child will use in later life, are placed on a table: in the case of a 



boy— a book, a machete, an axe, a hammer, a gun, a planting stick, 
and other articles that he will need, and in the case of a girl — a 
needle, thread, pins, gourd, a xamach or iron griddle for baking 
tortillas, and the like, again articles useful to the activities of her 
sex. The father hands the baby to the godfather, who sets the child 
astride his left hip and, approaching the table, selects one of the 
nine objects and puts it in the child’s hand 5 he then walks around 
the table, admonishing the child as to its use. ‘‘Here you have a 
book. Take it so that you may learn to read and write.” The god- 
father makes nine circuits of the table, each time selecting one of 
the nine objects and putting it into the child’s hand, instructing 
him at the same time as to the object’s use. He keeps track of his 
circuits around the table by means of nine grains of corn placed 
among the other objects, removing a grain each time he makes a 
round. He then turns the child over to the godmother, who re- 
peats the operation. She keeps count of her circuits of the table 
by means of nine calabash seeds previously placed there, eating 
a seed after each circuit. The child is then given back to the god- 
father, who returns it to the father saying, “We have made the 
hetzmek for your child.” The parents kneel before the god- 
parents in sign of gratitude and an assistant distributes food, rum, 
boiled fowls, and to those present. 

In ancient times, while the child was still very young, it was 
carried to a priest, who forecast its horoscope, even to the pro- 
fession it was to follow in later lifej finally the priest gave the 
child the name it was to bear during childhood, in a kind of bap- 
tismal rite. 

The ancient Maya had three, and sometimes even four differ- 
ent names: (i) his 'paal kaha or given name, equivalent to our 
John, William, Mary, or Helen, for examplej (2) his father’s 
family name, equivalent to our Smith or Jones, the Maya word 
for which is unknown j (3) his naal kaha or father’s and mother’s 
family names combined, something like our hyphenated appella- 
tives — Smith-Williams; and (4) his coco kaha or nickname, like 
our “Shorty” or “Fatty.” A more detailed description of ancient 
Maya personal names will be found in Appendix II. 



mSSm Until about the age of three or four years, the children were 
184 brought up by their mothers, occasionally being kept at the breast 
until the end of that period. When a boy was about four or five, a 
small white bead was fastened to the hair on the top of his head, 
and when a little girl reached the same age a string was tied 
around her waist from which was hung a red shell as a symbol of 
her virginity. To remove either of these, especially the shell from 
the girl, before the puberty ceremony (erroneously called bap- 
tism by Landa) was thought to be highly dishonorable. 

The ceremony, described below by Landa as a Maya baptismal 
rite would seem, in view of its character, to have been rather 
more in the nature of a puberty ceremony. First Landa infers that 
it took place when the children were about twelve, that is, at 
the age of pubertyj second, he states definitely that girls were 
considered to be of marriageable age immediately after this cere- 
mony, but not before; and third, still another sixteenth-century 
manuscript says that “boys were baptised when they were be- 
tween fourteen and fifteen years old [that is, after they had 
adolesced].” There were two earlier ceremonies in the child’s 
life: ( I ) the giving of the pad name when a baby was but five days 
old, and (2) the hetzmeky or carrying-astride-the-hip ceremony, 
when a child was three or four months old. Either of these, and 
especially the first, is more similar to baptism than is the ceremony 
described by Landa below, which almost certainly is a puberty rite; 
the first, we have seen, involved the giving of the child’s first 
name, and the second the presence of godparents. 

PUBERTY 

According to Bishop Landa, the day the puberty ceremony 
was to be held was carefully selected, pains being taken to ascer- 
tain in advance that it would not be an unlucky day. A principal 
man of the town was chosen as sponsor, whose duty it was to assist 
the priest during the ceremony and to give the corresponding 
feast, as well as four honorable old men to serve as chocs or as- 
sistants to the priest and sponsor in conducting the ceremony. 

For three days prior to the occasion, the fathers of the children 



for whom the rite was being held, as well as the other officials, mmmm 
fasted and abstained from intercourse with their wives. On the ap- 185 
pointed day all assembled in the court of the sponsor’s house, 
which had been newly swept out and strewn with fresh leaves 
for the occasion, the boys in one row, the girls in another. An 
old man was assigned to act as godfather for the former, and an 
old woman as godmother for the latter. When this was done the 
priest purified the dwelling and ejqjelled the evil spirit. This was 
accomplished in the following way; the four chacs seated them- 
selves on stools at the four corners of the court and held a cord 
which ran from one to another, forming an enclosure inside of 
which stood the children whose puberty was being solemnized, 
their fathers, and the officiating priest} the priest was seated on a 
stool before which there was a brazier with platters of pom in- 
cense and ground maize. Next the boys and girls, in order, ap- 
proached the priest, who gave each a little maize and incense, 
which they threw into the brazier. When each had done this, the 
brazier, the cord which the chacs had held, and a little wine were 
given to an assistant, who was told to carry them outside the 
town and leave them} he was also admonished neither to drink 
the wine on the way out nor to look behind him on the way back. 

This, it was thought, if faithfully carried out, would expel the evil 
spirit from their midst. 

After the evil spirit had.been expelled the court was swept out 
again, fresh leaves were strewn about, and mats were spread on 
the floor. The priest now changed his vestments to a handsome 
jacket and a miter-like headdress of red and other colored feathers, 
taking in his hand an aspergillum for sprinkling holy water about. 

This latter consisted of a finely worked short stick with tails of the 
rattlesnake hanging from it. 'The. chacs approached the children 
and placed on their heads pieces of white cloth, which their respec- 
tive mothers had brought for this purpose. A few of the older chil- 
dren were asked if they had committed any sin or obscene act, and 
if they had, and confessed it, they were separated from the others, 
though Landa does not tell us whether they were refused per- 
mission to participate further in the rite or not. This concluded, 



SSS the priest ordered everyone to be seated and to preserve absolute 
l86 silence, whereupon he began to bless the children, scattering holy 
water over them with the aspergillum. After having pronounced 
a benediction, he sat down and the sponsor of the ceremony, with 
a bone given him by the priest, tapped each child nine times on the 
forehead, moistening the forehead, the different parts of the face, 
and the spaces between the fingers and toes with holy water, but 
saying nothing. This holy water was compounded of cacao beans 
and certain flowers dissolved in virgin water (rainwater) found 
in rock hollows in the forest. 

After this anointing, the priest removed the white cloths from 
the children’s heads, whereupon each child gave the chocs some 
beautiful feathers and cacao beans which he or she had brought 
as gifts. The priest next proceeded to cut the white beads from 
the boys’ heads. The attendants carried flowers and pipes upon 
which they smoked from time to time, giving each child a whiff 
of the former and a puff of the latter. Next, gifts of food, 
brought by the children’s mothers, were distributed to the chil- 
dren, a little for each one, and then a wine offering was made as 
a gift from the children to the gods. This wine had to be 
drunk at one draught by a specially appointed official, who, it was 
thought, would commit a sin if he so much as paused for breath 
while drinking it. 

The young girls were then dismissed, each mother removing 
from her own daughter the red shell which the latter had worn 
as a symbol of her purity. After the removal of this shell the 
girl was considered to have reached a marriageable age. The boys 
were dismissed next. When all the children had withdrawn from 
the court, their parents distributed among the spectators and the 
officials pieces of cotton cloth which they had brought as gifts. 
The ceremony closed with feasting and heavy drinking. The 
sponsor of the ceremony, in addition to his three days of pre- 
liminary fasting, had to fast for nine days after the occasion as 
well, a provision that was strictly obeyed. This ceremony was 
called “^the descent of the gods,” and it will be seen from its very 
nature, as well as from the ages of the children participating in 



it, that it is much more likely to have been a puberty ceremony 
than a baptismal rite, which Landa mistakenly calls it. 

Formerly children of both sexes were allowed to go stark naked 
until about four or five, after which the boys were made to wear 
breech-clouts and the girls skirts. Today the same holds true for 
boys, but little girls are put into huiples from birth. 

Hair on the face was not admired, and the mothers tried to 
discourage its growth by scalding the faces of their young sons 
with hot cloths. 

As the boys grew older they began to live in a house set apart 
for the young unmarried men of the community. They came 
together here for their diversions — ^ball games, throwing and 
catching of sticks, dice played with beans, and other pastimes j 
usually all slept together in this house until marriage. They 
painted themselves black until they were married, but were not 
supposed to tattoo themselves before that event. The youths 
were constantly with their fathers and at an early age accom- 
panied them to the family cornfield, working by their sides. Says 
Landa: “In all other things they always accompanied their 
fathers, and thus they became as great idolaters as they, and served 
them very well in their labors,” 

After the puberty ceremony, as just noted, the girls were 
considered ready for marriage. Their mothers taught them to 
be modest. Whenever they met a man anywhere, they turned 
their backs to him, stepping to one side to allow him to passj when 
giving a man a drink of water they dropped their eyes. If the 
young girls were caught looking at a man, their mothers rubbed 
chili pepper into their eyes as a punishment, and if they were 
found to be unchaste, they were soundly whipped and chili pepper 
was rubbed into their private parts. Mothers taught their daughters 
how to make tortillas^ which occupation consumed a great part of 
every woman’s timej indeed, maldng tortillas, washing clothes, 
and bearing children were the three principal activities of a Maya 
woman’s life in former times just as they stiU are today. In addi- 
tion, the women were the housekeepers, cooks, weavers, and 
spinners. They raised fowl and went to market to buy and sell 



mSSm the articles which they produced, and, when need arose, they car- 
188 ried burdens alongside their menfolk and assisted them in sowing 
and cultivating. 

MARRIAGE 

Bishop Landa says that formerly the Maya married when they 
were twenty years old but that in his time they married when they 
were twelve or fourteen. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries Maya boys of Yucatan married at about seventeen or 
eighteen and girls at about fourteen and fifteen. Today in the 
Indian villages of the northern peninsula the average age of the 
boys at marriage is twenty-one years, and that of the girls nearly 
seventeen. 

The fathers took great care to find suitable wives for their 
sons, preferably girls of the same social class and of the same 
village. Certain relationship taboos, as previously mentioned, 
existed. It "was considered very wicked for one to marry a girl 
who had the same surname as oneself, or for a widower to marry 
either the widow of his own brother, or his stepmother, or the 
sifter of his deceased wife, or his maternal aunt, though first- 
cousin marriages were not forbidden. 

It was thought to be mean-spirited if a man sought a mate 
for himself, or for his children personally, instead of employing 
the services of a professional matchmaker {ah atanzahob). This 
custom has survived in rural districts in northern Yucatan 
down to the present time. The matchmaker having been selected, 
the ceremony was discussed and the amount of the dowry which 
was to be paid for the girl’s hand was agreed upon. This usually 
consisted of dresses and other articles of little value, for which 
the boy’s father paid the girl’s father, while the boy’s mother 
at the same time made ready clothing for her son and daughter- 
in-law to be. Today, in northern Yucatan, the groom or his fam- 
ily defrays all expenses of the wedding, even including the bride’s 
trousseauj this is true of all classes of society from the most 
aristocratic haceniado (plantation owner) down to the humblest 
Indian laborer in the hemp fields. 

When the day appointed for the ceremony arrived, the rela- 



lives and guests assembled at the house o£ the bride’s father. As mmmm 
soon as the priest entered the house, the fathers of the couple 189 
presented the young people to him. The priest then made a speech 
setting forth the details of the marriage agreement, the amount 
of the dowry, etc., after which he perfumed the house, blessed the 
bridal pair with prayers, and all the company sat down to a feast 
which concluded the ceremony. From this time forward the 
young couple were allowed to live together, and the son-in-law 
stayed in the house of his wife’s parents, working for the latter 
for a period of six or seven years. His mother-in-law saw to it 
that her daughter gave the young husband food and drink as a 
token of their recognition of the marriage, but if the young man 
failed to work for his father-in-law for the appointed time, the 
latter kicked him out of the house, giving his daughter to some 
other man, over which “great scandals arose.” 

Sometimes marriages were arranged between families when 
the boy and girl were still very young, and after they had come 
of age the arrangement was faithfully carried out. Widows and 
widowers remarried without ceremony — no feast and other for- 
malities j the man simply went to the house of the woman of his 
choice, and, if she accepted him, she gave him something to eat 
as a sign thereof. Custom decreed that widowers and widows 
should remain single for at least a year after the death of their 
previous mates, during which time they were supposed to abstain 
from sexual intercourse; those who failed to conform with this 
practice were held to have but little restraint, and it was thought 
some calamity would befall them because of it. 

Although the Maya, generally speaking, were monogamous, 
divorce was easy; indeed it consisted in little more than simple 
repudiation. It was of common occurrence as an early Spanish 
witness indicates: 

They did not have marital relations with more than one woman [at 
a time], but they left her for trifling reasons, and married another, and 
there were men who married ten and twelve times; and the women had 
the same liberty to leave their husbands and take another, but the first time 
they got married it was by a priest. 



Landa says: 

And on this account they repudiate more easily, since they marry with- 
out love and ignorant of married life and of the duties of married 
people. 

This is probably true more often than not, even of the present- 
day Maya, who marry without love in the modern American 
sense. Today it seems rather a matter of routine. The boy has 
adolesced} he wants a home and children of his own, and there- 
fore either his parents, some old friend of the family, or in the 
remoter villages the ah atanzah, or professional matchmaker, 
arranges for his marriage with a suitable girl, not necessarily con- 
sulting either the boy’s or the girl’s feelings about his or her pros- 
pective mate. Romantic, passionate love in the modern American 
way, certainly in the lush Hollywood manner, is largely lacking 
among the modern Maya of Yucatan. 

I well recall an incident out of my own experience at Chichen 
Itza, which clearly illustrates this point. My wife and I agreed 
to arrange a marriage for our chauffeur, a young Maya boy of 
nineteen} the most suitable girl we could find seemed to be the 
daughter of the head man of a neighboring village, then a girl 
of about fifteen. The boy indicated that this choice was ac- 
ceptable to him, and I opened formal negotiations for the girl’s 
hand by letter. At first, as custom decreed, the proposal was re- 
jected on the grounds that the girl was “too young to leave her 
mother”} but the matter was pressed further in formal corre- 
spondence setting forth the good qualities of the boy and urging 
favorable consideration of his suit. Finally the youth was allowed 
to visit the girl’s house and see her, though always in company 
with some member of her family. Every week end for a couple 
of months he went to her home, carrying gifts — sugar, honey, 
wheat bread, wine, perfume, chocolate, soap, and occasionally 
a tin of California fruit. We always thought it was the Califor- 
nia tinned fruit, a great luxury in Yucatan, that finally won' the 
father’s consent. Toward the end of this probationary period, 
the boy took his mother, stepfather, and sister to visit his pros- 
pective in-laws, until finally a day was set for the wedding. 



As matters thus approached a satisfactory conclusion, we became 
concerned lest the match might not turn out happily for our god- 
son. Up to this time we had had no indication from anyone 
throughout the entire period of the courtship that the girl even 
so much as liked the boy. Somewhat apprehensive on this score, I 
asked the girl’s father one day if he thought his daughter would 
love our godson. To which, without an instant’s hesitation, he 
promptly replied: “Of course she will. She’s a good girl} 
she will love whom I tell her to!” And strange to say the girl 
did precisely that. Indeed this marriage has turned out more 
happily than any other among the Maya with which I am ac- 
quainted. 

DRESS 

The principal garment of the men was the breechclout called 
ex in Maya. It was a band of cotton cloth, five fingers broad (the 
width of the hand), and long enough to be wound around the 
waist several times and passed between the legs so as to cover 
the private parts, one end hanging down between the legs in 
front, the other between the buttocks behind. These breechclouts 
were woven on hand looms by the women, the two ends being 
more or less elaborately embroidered with feathers: 

They wore the mastil [probably a corruption of maxtll, the Aztec 
word for the same garment] between their legs, which was a large strip 
of woven manta, which, tying it on the abdomen and giving it a turn 
below, covered their private parts, the two long points having on them 
much plumage hanging before and behind. 

The ex is represented everywhere ..on the sculptures, frescoes, and 
painted vases of both the Old and New Empires, from the gor- 
geously decorated breechclouts worn by the rulers, priests, and 
nobles, richly embellished with plumes, jade beads, and colored 
shells (Fig. 7, a, b, c, d, e, /), down to the simple, unadorned, 
workaday loin cloths of the lower classes. 

In addition to the ex, the men sometimes wore a large square 
cotton cloth called the fati, knotted aroimd the shoulders, which 
was more or less elaborately decorated according to the station of 
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Fig. 7.— Examples of Maya breechclouts, or ex (a, e^ /) from the 

monumeEts, of the Old Empire.. 




the wearer. This also served the poor as a covering for their beds 
at night. 

Sandals made of the dry, untanned hide of the deer and 
tied with hemp cords completed the costume of the common peo- 
ple. On the Old Empire monuments, the sandals are shown as 
exceedingly elaborate, having richly adorned, high projecting 
backs and ornate, conical-shaped knots over the insteps (Fig. 8, 
a, hy c, d, e, /). One very important difference between representa- 
tions of ancient Maya sandals, in both the Old and New Empires 
(Fig. 8, g, hy iy /), and those now in use, however, is to be noted. 
In ancient times the sandals were bound to the feet by two thongs, 
or cords, one passing between the first and second toes, the other 
between the third and fourth toes (Fig. 8, k) 5 today, on the other 
hand, from the highlands of Guatemala to the northernmost tip 



Fig* 8.— Maya sandals, or xamb: {a^ Cy f) examples of sandals from the 
Old Empire monuments; (^, A, iyj) examples of sandals from the New Empire 
monuments; {k) ancient method of fastening sandals with two cords, one passing 
between the first and second toes, the other between the third and fourth toes; 
(/) modern method of fastening sandals with a single cord passing between the 
first toe and the second toe. 




of Yucatan, only the first of these thongs, the one passing between 
the first and second toes, has survived (Fig. 8, 1 ). 

The men wore their hair long with a bare spot burned on the 
top of the head like a large tonsure. The long hair was braided 
and wound around the head like a coronet except for a long queue 
which was allowed to fall behind. The boys, as already noted, 
painted their faces and bodies black until they were married} 
after marriage faces and bodies were painted red. Black was also 
used when they fasted. This body painting was done, it was said, 
“for the sake of elegance.” Warriors painted themselves black 
and red: “In order to show ferocity, and, to appear more fierce 
and valiant [they] painted their eyes and noses and the whole 
face, body and arms with black and red.” Prisoners were painted 
in black and white stripes, and the priests were painted blue. In 
preparation for one of the most important ceremonies of the year, 
which was celebrated in the month of Mol, they painted with a 
blue pigment everything from the utensils of the priests down 
to the spindles with which the women wove} even the wooden 
columns of the houses were painted blue (p. 249) . Two priests 
holding the arras and legs of a sacrificial victim, depicted in a 
fresco from the Temple of the Warriors at Chichen Itza, and 
the victim himself are all three painted blue from head to feet 
(Plate 28, /). Many of the balls of fom incense, which were 
found in the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza were also painted 
a bright turquoise blue. Indeed, blue was the color associated with 
sacrifice among the late New Empire Maya just as it was among 
the Mexicans, from whom they possibly may have derived this 
association. 

Paint was also used in tattooing: 

Those who do the work, first painted the part which they wish with 
color, and afterwards they delicately cut in the paintings, and so with 
blood and coloring-matter the marks remained on the body. This work 
is done a little at a time on account of the extreme pain, and afterwards 
also they were quite sick with it, since the designs festered and matter 
formed. In spite of all this they made fun of those who were not 
tattooed. 



The Maya are said to have been great lovers of perfume and to 
have used flowers, resins, and sweet-smelling herbs in its prepa- 1^5 
ration. 

Several accounts of the principal garment worn by the Maya 
women have come down to us, but none is clear. Landa says: 

The women of the coast and of the Provinces of Bacalar and of 
Campeche are more modest in their dress, for, besides the covering which 
they wore from the waist down [a kind of skirt], they covered their 
breasts, tying a folded manta [fait] underneath their armpits. All the 
others did not wear more than one garment like a long and w'ide sack, 
opened on both sides, and drawn in as far as the hips, where they fastened 
it together, with the same width as before. 

Herrera writes; “They wore a dress like a sack, long and wide, 
open on both sides and sewn as far as the hips.” A third early 
writer states: “The Maya women wore their kind of petticoats, 
which is like a sack open at both sides, and these, tied at the waist, 
covered their private parts.” In addition a cotton kerchief was 
worn over the head, “open like a short cowl, which also served 
to cover their breasts.” 

Although none of these descriptions by itself is complete, 
together they give a fair idea of the costume of the Maya women 
of Yucatan at the present time (Plate 26). This dress was for- 
merly called Auif, a word now entirely forgotten 5 today this gar- 
ment is known as the huifil, an Aztec word. It is a white, loose- 
fitting, single-piece, cotton dress, of the same width from top to 
bottom, sewn at the sides, with holes for the arms and a square- 
cut opening for the head. The armholes and neck opening, as 
well as the bottom of the garment, are beautifully embroidered 
in cross-stitch {xocbil chui, Maya for “threads that are counted”), 
the designs being flowers, birds, insects, and animals in bright 
colors. This garment, with its unusual cross-stitch embroidery, 
is almost certainly a survival from ancient times. The one shown 
in Plate 26, d, is from Merida in northern Yucatan, and the one 
in Plate 26, c, from Tixcacal, Quintana Roo. 

Underneath is worn a very full, long petticoat (Maya fic)., 
which hangs below the kub or huifil. This is sometimes em- 



broidered around the bottom, but, if so, always in white. A Maya 
woman or girl literally never leaves her house for any reason, 
either to go to market or to church, or to visit her nearest neighbor, 
without her rebozo (Maya hooch), a scarf of colored cotton, 
though occasionally of silk, which she wears either draped grace- 
fully around her neck or thrown over her head. Unless she is 
inside her own house, she would actually feel undressed without 
it. This may be a survival of the cotton kerchief worn over the 
head, mentioned above. Today slippers of European style are 
universally worn by the women, but formerly they as well as 
the men probably used sandals for festive occasions, going bare- 
foot the rest of the time. 

Women and girls wore their hair very long and took great 
care of it. The hair was done up in various ways — ^parted in the 
middle, sometimes braided, the style for married women differing 
from that of the young girls. Little girls had their hair dressed 
in two or four hornlike projections, which are said to have been 
very becoming. The women, like their husbands, anointed them- 
selves with a sweet-smelling red ointment, to which those who 
could afford it added a fragrant, sticky resin, the odor of which 
lasted for many days. They tattooed themselves from the waists 
up, except for their breasts, the designs used being more delicate 
and beautiful than those tattooed on the men. 

A large book could be written about the dress and parapher- 
nalia of the rulers, nobility, and priesthood, based upon the wealth 
of pertinent material in the sculptures, frescoes, and vase-paint- 
ings of both the Old and New Empires (Plates 24, 63-69, 71, 
72, and 87-90). The oiEcial regalia and robes of the halach mnk, 
the festive and war apparel and accouterments of the nobility, and 
the insignia and vestments of the priesthood must have been of 
barbaric splendor, and yet these articles of dress, elaborately deco- 
rated as they appear to have been, may be reduced basically to 
the same few garments of the common man — ^the breechclout, ex, 
the fati or cape, the sandals, and, in addition, a headdress. 

The breechclouts of the upper classes portrayed in the sculp- 
tures are in many cases of great intricacy. The ends, falling in 



front and behind, are richly worked with feathers, and the part 
passing around the waist is heavily incrusted with jade beads, jade 
ornaments representing human heads, shell pendants, etc. Some- 
times, as at Palenque, short trousers coming to just above the 
knee were worn. The simple square cotton -pati of the common 
man becomes a magnificent cape, sometimes of handsomely em- 
broidered cotton stuff; or again a strikingly marked jaguar skin, 
draped around or even fashioned to fit the shoulders, the tail 
hanging down behind; or yet again of brilliantly colored feathers, 
the longer plumes shimmering and swirling in every passing 
breeze. The gorgeous, iridescent, blue-green tail feathers of 
the quetzal, sometimes three feet long, seem to have been reserved 
for the ruler alone. The quetzal is indeed a regal bird, whose 
habitat is closely restricted to the highlands of Guatemala and 
immediately adjoining parts of southern Mexico and Honduras, 
and to a lesser extent as far south as Panama. It is the national bird 
of the Republic of Guatemala, as is the eagle for us. The sandals, 
as already noted, became increasingly elaborate as the wearer rose 
in the social scale, until those of the halach uinic, as represented 
on the monuments of the Old Empire, are extremely ornate — 
high, richly embroidered projections, or cufFs behind, and richly 
ornamented knots falling over the insteps in front (Fig. a, b, 
c,d,e,f). 

It was in the headdresses, however, that the greatest mag- 
nificence was displayed. The framework of these was probably 
of wicker or wood, carved to represent the heads of the jaguar, ser- 
pent, or bird, or even the heads of some of the Maya gods. These 
frames were covered with jaguar skin, feather mosaic, and carved 
jades and were surmounted by lofty panaches of plumes, a riot 
of barbaric color, falling down over the shoulders (Plate 53, /). 
Sometimes the panache took the form of a stiffly feathered crest. 
Always, however, it was the most striking part of the costume, 
and indicated the rank and social class of the wearer. 

Costume accessories consisted of collars, necklaces, wristlets, 
anklets, and knee-bands; these were made of feathers, jade beads, 
shells, jaguar teeth and claws, crocodile teeth and, in New Empire 


SmS times when metal appears for the first time, also of gold and 
198 copper. Other kinds of costume jewelry were nose ornaments, 
earrings, and lip plugs of jade, stone, obsidian, shell, wood, and 
bone. Ornaments of the lower classes were confined largely to 
simple nose plugs, lip plugs, and earrings of bone, wood, shell, 
and stone. 

THE ROUND OF DAILY LIFE 

The Maya household in ancient times, doubtless just as it still 
does today, rose very early. The women were up first— between 
three and four in the morning— to prepare the family breakfast, 
which consisted of tortillas^ beans, and for the poorer people, 
atole. The business, first of preparing the corn for the tortillas, 
and then of making them, was, and still is, one of the most impor- 
tant activities of a Maya woman’s life — ^next to bearing and rais- 
ing her children. 

This number one household duty of Maya women may be 
divided into five steps as described below: 

1. The dried, shelled corn is first put into an olla (Maya cum), 
or cooking pot with sufficient water and lime to soften the kernels. 
The mixture is then brought nearly to the boiling point and kept 
at this temperature until the hull is softened, being stirred occa- 
sionally. The olla is then set aside and allowed to stand until the 
following morning. The softened, hulled corn is called kuum 
in Maya. 

2. Sometime after breakfast the next morning, the kuum is 
washed until it is perfectly clean and free of hulls. 

3. The kuum is then ground. In ancient times this was done 
by hand with stone grinders j the xinderstone was called caa, and 
the grinder proper called kah. Today hand-operated metal mills 
have generally replaced the old stone grinders, and even power- 
driven mills are the rule in the larger villages. The ground corn 
is called zacan in Mayaj when ground it is covered with a cloth 
and allowed to stand until later in the morning. 

4. About an hour before the main meal of the day, now 
usually eaten in the early afternoon, a small, low round table. 


about fifteen inches high, called the banqueta^ viBshcd. This 
table always stands near the koben or typical Maya three-stone 
hearth. Next a round griddle (Maya xamach), now made of 
iron, but formerly of baked clay, is also wiped clean, placed on the 
three-stone hearth, and allowed to heat. Next a section of plan- 
tain leaf (Maya u lee haas)^ roughly six inches square, is heated 
on the. xamach until it becomes soft and pliant j this is then placed 
on the hanqueta with a pinch of ashes underneath to make it turn 
easily on the low table, after which preliminary preparations the 
Maya woman is ready to make her (Maya 

5. She pinches olf a lump of freshly ground zacan (it must 
be fresh, as it sours quickly) about the size of a hen’s egg and 
places it on the piece of plantain leaf previously prepared. Both 
hands are used in making the tortilla, which is about the size and 
shape of an American pancake 5 the left hand forms the edge of 
the tortilla while the right flattens the lump of zacan and, at the 
same time, gives it a rotary motion on the banqueta. Rapidly a 
perfectly round and very thin, flat cake takes form under her skill- 
ful fingers. The almost continuous pats the women give the tor- 
tillas in making them produces a highly typical sound, heard 
throughout all Maya villages in Yucatan just about midday. 
When shaped, the tortilla is laid on the heated xamach to bake, 
first on one side and then on the other. It is next placed on the 
hot fagots of wood below the xamach until it puffs out, when 
the woman picks it up by the edge and gives it a smart blow on the 
banqueta, which flattens it out again. Finally the tortilla is placed 
in a gourd (Maya lec) to keep it hot, where it is joined by literally 
scores of others, since the average Maya man usually eats no 
less than twenty at one meal, and he demands that they be piping 
hot. 

A sixteenth-century account of the eating habits of the ancient 
Maya has the following to say: 

As to the meals which they ate in the time of their antiquity, they eat 
the same today. This is corn boiled in water and crushed. When made 


' The Maya name for this low table has not been preserved. 


into dough, they dissolve it in water for a drink and this is what 

they ordinarily drink and eat. An hour before sunset it was their custom 
to make certain tortillas of the said dough. On these they supped, dipping 
them into certain dishes of crushed peppers, diluted with a little water and 
salt. Alternately with this they ate certain boiled beans of the land, which 
are black. They call them huuly and the Spanish, frijoles. This was the 
only time they ate during the day, for at other times they drank the dis- 
solved dough mentioned above. 

From the foregoing the principal difference between ancient and 
modern Maya eating habits would appear to be in the hour of the 
main meal of the dayj formerly, judging from the account above, 
it was in the late afternoon “an hour before sunset,” while now the 
main meal is usually eaten at noon, or early afternoon. 

Maya men and women even today do not eat together. The 
men of the family, father and sons, eat first, squatting around the 
banqueta, served by the mother and daughters} afterward, when 
the men have gone about their work, the women and girls sit 
around the banqueta and have their meal. The tortillas eaten at 
breakfast are those left over from the day before, but toasted crisp 
for the morning’s meal, the fresh tortillas not being ready until 
the main meal of the day, after the men return from work. 

The men leave for the cornfields between four and five 
o’clock in the morning, after which the women turn to their 
principal task of the forenoon — ^preparing the zacan for the tor- 
tillaSy and making and baking the latter. Any spare time they 
may have after this is devoted to washing and other household 
duties — cooking, sewing, weaving, embroidering, etc. 

For refreshment until his return to the house in the early or 
even middle afternoon, the man working in the cornfields takes 
with him in the morning a lump of fozole as large as an apple, 
wrapped in a piece of plantain leaf. Pozole is very much like zacan, 
only it is allowed to boil longer until it hardens into a thick mass, 
which holds together more easUy, and sours less rapidly. About 
ten, the man knocks off work for a few minutes to mix a lump of 
fozole in a cup made from half a gourd (Maya luck) filled with 
water. The resulting drink looks like milk and is extremely 


nourishing, sustaining the laborer for the rest of the morning; SmSm 
though if he works until two or three in the afternoon, he may 201 
drink fazole two or even three times; and perhaps he will have 
brought along some toasted tortillas as well. 

The men return from the fields in the early afternoon, after 
which they eat the main meal of the day — -fresh, hot tortillas^ 
beans, eggs, a little meat if such is available, deer, beef, pork, or 
chicken, perhaps a few vegetables and chocolate, if the family can 
afford it. After this meal, though in some households before, 
the man takes his daily bath of warm water, which his wife is 
expected to have ready for him. He bathes in a wooden tub, 
usually hollowed from a piece of Spanish cedar; the ticks are re- 
moved from his body, usually by his wife, and clean clothes are 
laid out for him. The Maya, as already noted, are personally one 
of the cleanest peoples in the world, and after a long, half-day 
of heavy work in the fields, the man expects, and gets, his warm 
bath. Indeed, during the Colonial Period the law gave him the 
right to beat his wife if she did not have his warm bath ready 
for him when he returned from work, and this Spanish law was 
doubtless based upon an earlier Maya practice. 

Bathed and dressed, the men sit around talking until the 
evening meal, which is light — tortillas^ beans, and chocolate or 
atole. The latter is a hot drink made by mixing zacan in cold 
water, the mixture being brought to a boil; it is sometimes sweet- 
ened with honey (now more often with sugar), or left unsweet- 
ened. 

The family retires early against the early hour of rising 
the next day, probably by eight o’clock, and certainly before nine 
unless some special business, such as a religious ceremony or rite, 
a council, feast, or dance is afoot — or perhaps just talking in the 
moonlight, which they like to do. Formerly everybody slept, as 
they still do today, in one room, and probably in beds or on low 
platforms of poles. Landa says in this connection: 

And then they build a wall in the middle dividing the house length- 
wise, and in this wall they leave several doors into the half which they 
call the back of the house, where they have their beds, and the other half 



they whitened very nicely with lime [this outer room would seem to 
have been a sort of porch open at the front and sides] . . . . and they 
have beds made of small rods [saplings] and on the top a mat on which 
they sleep, covering themselves with their www to oi cotton. In 

summer they usually sleep in the w'hitened part of the house [that is, the 
porch], on one of those mats, especially the men. 

A seventeenth-century writer speaks of a bed in a house in the 
lowlands, southwest of the Usumacinta River, made of a crude 
w'ooden framework sufficiently large to hold four persons together, 
with “small beds for children,” while an eighteenth-century 
writer reports of the Yucatan Maya, “His bed is the floor, or a 
framework of boards, supported by four sticks.” 

Today every Indian in Yucatan, and most of the mestizos 
(mixed-bloods, Indian and white) sleep in hammocks. Whether 
the hammock was introduced into Yucatan by the Spaniards or 
whether it was of native origin is not definitely known, though 
it seems al most certain that, had they been in general use in Y uca- 
tan, Landa could not have failed to have mentioned them, whereas 
he states explicitly, as quoted above, that they “had beds made 
of small rods.” 

It has been shown in the chapter on agriculture (p. 155) that 
the food needs of the average Maya family today can be sup- 
plied in less than two months of full work days — days of eight 
work hours each, not half-time only. In ancient times, when 
there were no steel machetes or axes, it doubtless took much 
longer not only to fell the bush and plant a first-year cornfield, 
but also to keep it free of weeds. On the other hand, it was also 
shown (p. 153) that, whereas now a cornfield can be planted 
for only two successive years, there are good grounds for be- 
lieving that formerly the same cornfield could be, and was, planted 
for seven or eight successive seasons. In any event it is evident 
that the ancient Maya had a great deal of spare time, certainly 
more than half the year, when he was not engaged in raising 
food for his family’s needs. 

That this leisure time of the common people was highly or- 
ganized by the nobility and priesthood is abundantly proved by 



the colossal programs of public works which all cities and towns 
both of the Old and New Empires were able to carry out. These 
vast constructions of stone and mortar depended upon a highly 
organized and ably directed society. Some, perhaps most, of the 
spare time of the common people went into quarrying the vast 
quantities of stone required in these great building projects and 
into transporting them from the quarries to the building sites j 
into felling wood for the thousands of limekilns} into gather- 
ing gravel for the endless quantities of mortar} into carving the 
worked-stone elements} into dressing the plain building-blocks, in 
sculpturing the monuments} in building the enormous foundation 
platforms, sometimes covering many acres of ground} and finally 
in constructing the pyramids, temples, and palaces themselves. 
And all this, in addition to supporting the ruler, the nobility, and 
the priesthood in economic idleness. In view of all that they did, 
and, driven as they were by the demands of a highly exigent 
ruling class, priesthood, and religion, the common people could 
have had but few idle hours, little time which they could really 
call their own. 

SICKNESS, DEATH, BURIAL, AND THE LIFE HEREAFTER 

When a man was ill he summoned a priest, a medicine-man, 
or a sorcerer- — Landa lumps all three together in disgust at their 
heathen rites and hocus-pocus. This curer of ills, by a combina- 
tion of prayers, special ceremonies, bleeding of the afflicted parts, 
and the administration of native herbs, either cured or killed his 
patients, his reputation as a healer depending upon which of the 
two predominated. Yucatan is blessed with many medicinal herbs 
and plants, and an extensive pharmacopoeia was at the disposition 
of these native sorcerer-doctors. Several seventeenth-century 
Maya manuscripts, listing many ills from which the Indians suf- 
fered, together with their corresponding cures, have come down 
to us, and some of their remedies have undoubted merit. It is true 
that many smack of medieval European superstition mixed with 
pagan Maya magic, as for example, the following remedy for 
toothache: 


You take the bill of a woodpecker and bleed the gums a little with it 5 
if a man thirteen times; if a woman, nine times. [The gum] shall be 
slightly pierced by the bill of the woodpecker. Thus also a piece of a tree 
struck by lightning is to be grated with a fish-skin and wrapped in cotton- 
wool. Then you apply it to the tooth. He will recover by this means. 

. Possibly this bleeding of the gums might alleviate some kinds 
of toothache^ but the ^^thirteen times in the case of a man” and the 
^^nine times in the case of a woman” are surely ritualistic survivals^ 
thirteen and nine being the two most sacred numbers among the 
ancient Maya^ the former corresponding to the number of Gods 
of the Upper World and the latter to the number of Gods of the 
Lower World (pp. 231, 232). Again the ^^tree struck by light- 
ning” is pure superstition. 

On the other handj some of the native plants undoubtedly 
possess definite medicinal properties, as for example the kanlol 
{Tecoma stans)^ a flowering shrub with a yellow trumpet-like 
blossom, which grows everywhere in northern Yucatan. Two to 
ten drops of a fluid extract made from this, taken hourly, is a 
strong diuretic and probably a mild heart stimulant as well. 

Landa says: 

There were also surgeons, or better said, sorcerers, who cured with 
herbs and many superstitious rites . . . . The sorcerers and physicians per- 
formed their cures by bleedings of the parts, which gave pain to the sick 
man; .... [the Maya] believed that death, sicknesses and afflictions 
came to them for their wrong doing and their sin; they had a custom of 
confessing themselves, when they were already sick. 

According to the same authority, the Maya, had great fear, of 
death, and when it intervened their grief was excessive: 

This people had a great and excessive fear of death and they showed 
this in that all the services, which they made to their gods, were for no 
other end, nor for any other purpose than that they [the gods] should 
give them health, life and sustenance. But when, in time, they came to 
die, it was indeed a thing to see the sorrow and the cries which they made 
for their dead, and the great grief it caused them. During the day they 
wept for them in silence; and at night with loud and very sad cries, so 
that it was pitiful to hear them. And they passed many days in deep 



sorrow. They made abstinences and fasts for the dead, especially the 
husband or wife; and they said that the devil had taken him [or her] 
away since they thought that all evils came to them from him [the devil], 
and especially death. 

As soon as death occurred, the body was wrapped in a shroud 
and the mouth filled with ground maize (Maya koyem) and one 
or more jade beads “which they use for money, so that they 
should not be without something to eat in the other life.” The 
common people were buried under the floors of their houses or 
behind them. Usually the thatch and sapling houses of the poor 
were abandoned after a death because of their great fear of it, 
unless there happened to be a number of people in the family. 
In addition, idols, presumably figurines of clay, wood, or stone, 
as well as objects indicating the profession or trade of the de- 
ceased, were thrown into the grave; in the case of a priest, some 
of his books, his hieroglyphic codices (p. 295); if a sorcerer, 
some of the magic stones he used in his incantations; if a hunter, 
his bow and arrows; if a fisherman, his hooks, nets, and harpoons. 

In the remoter villages of Yucatan there still survives the 
memory of a strange burial custom, which is said to have been of 
common occurrence long ago, despite the fact that no early Span- 
ish or native source makes any mention of it. It is called the bool 
keban or antah bool zifily “help in paying for sin,” and is in effect 
a symbolic sharing of the dead man’s sins by his surviving rela- 
tives and friends. This ceremonial cleansing is said to have been 
effected by the following extraordinary practice. The deceased 
was laid out in a long wooden bathtub, and the body was then 
washed with atole, the hot drink made of ground corn described 
in a preceding section of this chapter. This act was a symbolic 
washing away of the sins of the deceased. The atole was then dis- 
tributed among members of the family and friends, each of 
whom drank a portion (Plate 27, c), thus assuming a part of the 
sins of the deceased and aiding his soul’s entry into Paradise. 
Since not one early source mentions this custom, however, I 
strongly doubt its antiquity, certainly its general prevalence at 
anytime. 



mmSm The burial customs of the ruling classes were naturally more 
206 elaborate. Landa says that the bodies of the nobles and persons 
of high esteem were burned, their ashes being placed in great 
urns, and temples built above them, which statement archaeo- 
logical investigations in the Maya area amply confirm. Excava- 
tions in the pyramid supporting the High Priest’s Grave at 
Chichen Itza, in a similar pyramid at Mayapan, in the substruc- 
tures of Temples A-I and A-XVIII at Uaxactun, in the pyramid 
of the Temple of the Cross at Palenque, in the substructure of 
Building B (Group II) at Holmul, not to mention others, have 
established the fact that burials were made in these several pyra- 
mids and substructures, under the floors of the buildings they 
supported. 

Graves of important personages have also been found in small, 
stone-lined, burial vaults with typical corbel-arched roofs, built 
just under plaza floor levels at Chichen Itza, Palenque, Uaxactun, 
and Copan. Most of these pyramid and plaza subfloor burials were 
accompanied by more or less elaborate mortuary furniture, in 
some cases exquisitely painted pottery vessels, carved jade beads 
and pendants, ornately chipped objects of flint and obsidian, and 
in the case of the High Priest’s Grave at Chichen Itza, even 
baroque pearls were found. 

In northern Yucatan, another burial custom among the nobil- 
ity, according to Landa, was to enclose the ashes of the dead in 
hollow statues either of pottery or of wood. In the case of a 
wooden statue it was made to look like the dead man. The back 
of the statue’s head was left hollow and here the ashes from a 
part of the cremated body were placed, the opening being sealed 
with skin stripped from the back of the head of the deceased j 
the rest of the body was buried. These statues and crematory 
urns of the dead were preserved with great veneration among the 
family idols. 

Among the Cocom, the ruling house of Mayapan, a special 
burial custom obtained. The bodies of the dead Cocom lords 
were boiled until the fleshy parts could be completely removed 
from the bones. The back half of the head was then sawed off, 



leaving the front half, the bony foundation of the face, intact. 
Then, where the fleshy parts of the face had been, a new face 
was built up with a kind of resin, so that it looked like the face 
of the man whose skull it was. These restored faces were kept, 
together with the wooden effigies previously mentioned, in the 
oratories of their houses with the family idols, being held in great 
veneration and respect, and on feast days offerings of food were 
made to them so that the Cocom lords might lack for nothing in 
that other land whither they had gone. 

Again archaeology partially confirms Landa’s statement here, 
since in dredging the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza (pp. 432- 
36) a skull was recovered which has the crown cut away; the eye 
sockets were filled with wooden plugs, and there were the re- 
mains of painted plaster on the front, evidently with the idea of 
reproducing a likeness of the face of the deceased. Finally there 
has recently been found in the Department of El Quiche, Guate- 
mala, the front part of a human skull covered with a thick coat 
( I inch) of lime-plaster, which was modeled to represent a human 
face. 



RELifilOM AND DEITIES 


RISE AND DEVELOPMENT 

DURING THE three, four, or perhaps even five thousand years 
since the Maya exchanged their nomadic life for a sedentary one 
based upon agriculture as applied to the cultivation of Indian 
corn, their religion had undergone corresponding changes. At 
first, though of those remote days not a shadow of a tradition has 
survived to help us in our speculations, the Maya religion was 
probably a simple nature worship, personification of the natural 
forces which influenced and in large measure shaped their lives: 
the sun, the moon, the rain, the lightning, winds, mountains, 
plains, forests, rivers, and rapids. These forces surrounded them, 
and their interplay formed the background against which the 
Maya lived their nomadic lives. 

Such a simple, natural religion required little formal organiza- 
tion} no priesthood or esoteric lore to interpret it} no set ritual or 
elaborate ceremonials to practice, it} not even specialized places of 
worship, such as temples, to house it. Each family head could have 
been, and doubtless was at the same time, the family priest, and 
the family temple was little more than a humble, temporary hut 
set apart but close to the eqially temporary dwellings of the fam- 
ily — much the same condition, for example, as still exists among 
the Lacandon Maya in the forests of the Usumacinta Valley in 
eastern Chiapas, Mexico (Pre-Maya I, Table III, facing p. 40). 

Later agriculture was introduced, bringing in its train fixed 
dwellings and more leisure time, and religion became more organ- 
ized, the gods themselves more specialized. A priesthood whose 
business it was to interpret the will of the gods to the mass of 
the people grew up} the need for more formal sanctuaries — 
temples — arose} religion became a business of the few for the 
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many. Fixed homes made possible more permanent ceremonial 
centers and encouraged the erection of more ambitious sancttiar- 
ies and the development of a more elaborate ritual. 

During the many centuries — ^perhaps over a millenium— 
which elapsed between the introduction of agriculture and the in- 
vention of the Maya calendar, chronology, and hieroglyphic 
writing, probably either in 7.0.0.0.0 or 7.6.0.0.0 of the Maya 
Era, 353 or 235 b.c. (see chapter Hi, p. 47), the Maya religion 
doubtless remained much the same, changing very slowly — the 
beginnings of individualized gods, a budding priesthood, a richer 
ritual, and more elaborate sanctuaries, though still not of masonry. 
This second period (Pre-Maya II, Table III) was probably con- 
temporaneous with the Mamom ceramic phase at Uaxactun. 

However, with the introduction of the calendar, chronology, 
and hieroglyphic writing, all three of priestly invention, Maya 
religion underwent important modifications, again in the direction 
of greater complexity and formalization. A religious philosophy, 
devised by a professional priesthood and built around the in- 
creasing importance of astronomical manifestations and the de- 
velopment of the calendar, chronology, and associated deities, 
gradually took shape. This last change, while it almost certainly 
began as early as the third century before Christ (Pre-Maya III, 
Table III), first becomes archaeologically apparent to us with the 
earliest appearance of sculptured stone monuments at Uaxactun 
about 8.14.0.0.0 (a.d. 317), which latter in turn probably co- 
incided with the introduction of corbeled roof-vaulting and the 
beginnings of Tzakol pottery, also found first at Uaxactun (Old 
Empire I, Table III). There is every probability that such 
highly specialized cultural traits as the Maya hieroglyphic writ- 
ing and calendar, Maya stone architecture with its distinctive 
corbeled roof-vaults, and Taakol pottery each could have had 
but a single place of origin j and further, since we find the earliest 
occurrence of all three at one and the same site, namely Uaxactun, 
the conclusion is unavoidable that not only one but all three 
originated either at Uaxactun itself or very near by, perhaps even 
more likely at the great ceremonial center of Tikal, the largest 



city of the Maya culture, less than twelve miles distant from 
Uaxactun (chapter iii, p. 43). 

Something fundamentally important, what we may perhaps 
designate as no less than the birth of the Maya civilization, took 
place in northern central Peten, sometime during the three or four 
centuries immediately preceding and following the beginning of 
the Christian Era. Was this qxxickening of the cultural pulse due 
to some outside influence, or was it of autochthonous origin.? 
Perhaps we shall never surely know. But the fact that these inno- 
vations first appear in the very center of the vast region which 
later became the Maya Old Empire — in other words that they 
were a central, not a peripheral manifestation— strongly suggests 
that they originated where the earliest occurrences of them have 
been found, that is at either Uaxactun or Tikal. 

Perhaps the native genius of the ruling house of this incipient 
city-state achieved the cultural miracle j I certainly prefer this 
explanation of the origin of the Maya civilization, rather than 
assume that it was derived from some other region entirely out- 
side the Maya area, in support of which hypothesis no adequate 
archaeological evidence has as yet been advanced. 

As early as the fourth century after Christ, Maya culture was 
firmly established in northern central Peten, where we have seen 
it had also probably originated} Maya religion had become a 
highly developed cult based upon a complete fusion of a more 
primitive personification of nature with a more sophisticated 
philosophy, built around a deification of the heavenly bodies, a 
worship of time in its various manifestations never equaled any- 
where in the world before or, for that matter, since. This re- 
ligion, while shared by the common people, was highly esoteric in 
nature, being interpreted and served by a closely organized priest- 
hood composed of astronomers, mathematicians, prophets, ritual- 
ists, and, as it grew more and more complex, by skilled admin- 
istrators, even statesmen (p. 172). 

Judging from the generally peacefid tenor of Old Empire 
sculptures, the almost complete absence of representations of 
human sacrifice (only two examples are known, both from Piedras 



Negras, Plate 28, a and ^), the dignified and lofty calm of the fig- 
ures, Maya religion throughout the Old Empire period must have 
been an august, stately faith, not debased as it was in later times by 
wholesale human sacrifice, which we shall see was an importation 
from Mexico in New Empire times. Just as the Old Empire was 
the Golden Age of Maya culture, so was it also the noblest period 
of Maya religion, before the latter’s beliefs and practices had de- 
generated into bloody orgies. 

There are no archaeological reasons for believing that the 
Maya religion suffered any fundamental changes during the Old 
Empire, but in the New Empire, during the Puuc and Mexican 
periods (New Empire I and II, Table III, see chapter v, facing 
p. 38), sweeping changes of a debased nature were introduced. 

A number of different sixteenth-century Spanish writers defi- 
nitely affirm that the Mexicans introduced idolatry, which state- 
ment probably was meant to include human sacrifice as well: 

The old'men of these provinces [Yucatan] say that anciently, near 
to eight hundred years ago, idolatry was not practiced, and afterwards 
when the Mexicans entered it and took possession of it, a captain, who was 
called Quetzalquat [Quetzalcoatl] in the Mexican language, which is 
to say in ours, plumage of the serpent. .... introduced idolatry into 
this land and the use of idols for gods, which he had made of wood, of 
clay and of stone. And he made them [the Maya] worship these idols 
and they offered many things of the hunt, of merchandise and above all 
the blood of their nostrils and ears, and the hearts of those whom they 
sacrificed in his services 

They say that the first inhabitants of Chichenyza [Chichen Itza] were 
not idolators, until a Mexican captain Ku Kalcan [Kukulcan] entered 
into these parts, who taught idolatry, and the necessity, so they say, to 
teach and practice it. 

Finally Herrera, the official Historian of the Indies for the Crown 
of Spain, leaves no doubt about this point, stating bluntly that 
“the number of people sacrificed was great. And this custom was 
introduced into Yucatan by the Mexicans.” 

Moreover, the archaeological evidence, such as it is, supports 
the interpretation that idolatry, as meant in the quotations above, 


very definitely included the practice of human sacrifice. At Chi- 
chen Itza, for example, the greatest Mexican-Maya metropolis 
of the New Empire, probably the whole cult of the Well of 
Sacrifice, where so many human victims were offered (pp. 239- 
41), dates from the Puuc and Mexican periods. Indeed, of the 
eight representations of human sacrifice now known anywhere in 
the Maya area, four occur at Chichen Itza: two in frescoes in the 
Temple of the Jaguars (Plate 28, ^), one in a fresco in the Temple 
of the Warriors (Plate 28, /), and the fourth on a gold disk from 
the Well of Sacrifice. Two others are from the hieroglyphic man- 
uscripts: the Codex Dresdensis (Plate 28, c) and the Codex Tro- 
Cortesianus (Plate 28, i), both also dating from the New Empire. 
And the other two, as previously noted, are found on Old Empire 
monuments: Stela ii (Plate 28, a) and Stela 14 (Plate 28, ^), 
both at Piedras Negras. In view of the foregoing direct evidence, 
documentary as well as archaeological, there can be no doubt 
that the sanguinary character of the Maya religion as found by 
the Spaniards in the early sixteenth century, and noted by vir- 
tually all the early writers, was due chiefly to Mexican influence 
and was first introduced into Yucatan by the Mexican invaders in 
the tenth century. 

The Maya religion suffered its final change — or better, ex- 
tinction — ^when the Spaniards forcibly substituted the Christian 
religion for the old pagan beliefs and practices in the middle of 
the sixteenth century. But, curiously enough, the very few sur- 
vivals of the ancient faith that have remained are not those of 
the priestly class, the esoteric cult of the astronomical gods and 
the Involved philosophy behind them, but rather those of the sim- 
ple gods of nature— -the Chacs, or rain-gods of fertility; the alux 
or little folk of the cornfields like elves, who, though they may be 
mischievous, are on the whole well-disposed toward mankind; the 
xtabai, or evil sirens, who, by day are the yaxche trees of the forest 
but at night become beautiful young maidens who lure men to 
destruction. The homely everyday beliefs of the common people 
about nature have outlived and outlasted the more formalized 
gods of priestly invention. 



Nor should this be a matter of surprise j the more sophisti- mmmm 
cated gods, who were the creatures of the professional priesthood, 
indeed, who, generally speaking, lived only through the latter, ^^3 
were forgotten as soon as the priests who had brought them into 
being and served them had passed away. And it was precisely 
upon the old pagan priesthood that the full weight of the Spanish 
Conquest fell most crushingly. The Christia,n god was a jealous 
god and his ministers quickly saw to it that the native priests 
either gave up their old beliefs or were exterminated j and with 
them went the old esoteric religion, learning, and philosophy, 
while the simple nature faith and mythology of the common 
people, much more generally shared, has, in part at least, survived 
down to the present day. 

These survivals, as we now find them, it must be admitted are 
a motley mixture of Catholic saints and pagan deities. In Yuca- 
tan, the Archangel Gabriel and other Christian saints become the 
Pauahtuns of ancient Maya mythology, the guardians of the four 
cardinal points; the Archangel Michael leads the Chacs, the 
former rain-gods. In British Honduras, it is St. Vincent who 
is the patron of rain and St. Joseph the guiding spirit of the corn- 
fields. As I have observed elsewhere: 

Here and there, however, fragments of the old religion lingered in 
the minds of the common people, gradually becoming confused, it is 
true, as time went on, with elements taken from their conquerors. Cer- 
tainly today Maya folklore is the result of a now unconscious fusion of 
two groups of ideas; the Maya’s aboriginal animals, spirits and even gods, 
now live in friendly and natural relations with the animals, spirits and 
saints of his conquerors; the latter have, indeed, become the blood brothers 
of the former. 

COSMOGONY AND CHARACTER 

The creator of the world, according to ancient Maya belief 
was a god named Hunab, or Hunab Ku, who was the father of 
Itzamna, the Maya Zeus: “They worshipped a single god who 
was named Hunab and 2^mana, which [Hunab] is to say one 
only God.” Indeed Hunab Ku means precisely that in Maya: httn, 


“one,” ahy “the state o£ being” and ku, “god.” This creator-god 
however, was so far above ordinary mortals, so remote from every- 
214 day affairs, that he seems to have figured but very little in the 
everyday life of the common people. According to the Popol Vuh, 
or sacred book of the Quiche Maya of the highlands of Guate- 
mala, the creator fashioned mankind out of corn. 

The Maya also believed that there had been several worlds 
previous to the present one and that each had been destroyed by a 
deluge. Landa records this tradition but fails to state the number 
of worlds previously thus destroyed: 

Among the multitude of gods which this people adored, they wor- 
shipped four, each of whom was called Bacab. They said they were four 
brothers whom God [Hunab Ku], when he created the world, placed at 
the four points of it, to’hold up the sky, so that it should not fall. They 
also said of these Bacabs, that they escaped when the world was destroyed 
by the deluge.- They gave to each one of them other names and [thus] 
designated by them the part of the world where God placed him [each 
one] to bear up the heavens. 

In confirmation of this tradition, the end of the world by a 
deluge is graphically depicted on the last page of the Codex 
Dresdensis (Fig. 9). Across the sky stretches a serpent-like crea- 
ture with symbols of constellations presented on its side and signs 
for solar and lunar eclipses hanging from its belly. From its 
widely opened jaws, as well as from the two eclipse signs, pours a 
flood of water, falling straight earthward. Below the heavenly 
serpent, the Old Woman Goddess with long talon-like fingernails 
and toenails (see next section), patroness of death and destruction, 
a writhing serpent on her head, and crossbones decorations on her 
skirt, holds an inverted bowl from which also gushes a destroying 
flood. Finally at the bottom stands Ek Chuah, the black God of 
War (see p. 228), the Moan bird of evil omen on his headj he 
holds in his right hand two javelins and in his left a long staff, 
all three pointing downward. The whole picture vividly symbol- 
izes the destruction of the world and mankind by water, in agree- 
ment with the tradition reported by Landa. 

The modern Maya of northern Yucatan believe there have 



been three worlds previous to this one. The first world was in- 
habited by dwarfs— the mnicob, or “adjuster men,” who 

are thought to have built the great ruined cities. This work was 
done in darkness, for the sun had not yet been created. As soon 
as the sun rose for the first 
time, the dwarfs were turned 
to stone, and their images are 
still to be seen in the ruined 
cities today j perhaps the so- 
called Atlantean figures found 
at Chichen Itza (Plate 73, d') 
are representations of them. 

The first world was termi- 
nated by a universal deluge 
haiyococab, or “water over the 
earth.” The second world was 
inhabited by people called the 
dzolob, or “offenders”; this 
was terminated by the second 
flood. The third world was 
populated by the Maya them- 
selves, the common people 
or mazehmlob (chapter ix, 
p. 176) ; this world was ter- 
minated by the third flood, 
called the hunyecil or bulka- 
bd, which means “the im- 
merging.” This last deluge 
was followed by the present, 
or fourth world, peopled by 
a mixture of all the previous 
inhabitants of the peninsula, 
and this too will eventually 
be destroyed by a fourth flood. 

The Maya religion had a strong dualistic tendency, the eternal 
struggle between the powers of good and evil over the destiny of 
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Fig. 9. — Destruction of the world bj water* 
Page 74, Codex Dresdensis, 



i„J|^ man. The benevolent gods, bringing thunder, lightning, and 
rain, fructify the corn and insure plenty; the malevolent ones, 

• whose attributes are death and destruction, cause drought, hurri- 
canes, and war, which ruin the corn, bringing in their train famine 
and misery. This contest is graphically depicted in the codices, 
where Chac, the rain-god, is shown caring for a young tree, while 
behind him follows Ah Puch, the death-god, who breaks the tree 
m two (Fig. I o). Here is good balanced against evil in the ever- 
lasting struggle for the soul of man, a contrast found in many re- 
ligions, even in some far older than Christianity. 

The Maya conceived the world as having thirteen heavens, 
arranged in layers, the lowest being the earth itself. Over each 
presided one of the thirteen Gods of the Upper World or Oxla- 
huntiku — meaning in Maya, oxlahun, “thirteen,” ri, “of,” and ku, 
“god” (here “gods”) and by association “heaven.” In addition 
to the thirteen upper worlds there were nine underworlds, also 
arranged in layers, over each one of which presided its own spe- 
cial god, one of the Bolontiku or Nine Gods of the Lower World, 
meaning in Maya, bolon, “nine,” /#, “of,” and “god,” The 
ninth and lowest underworld was Mitnal, ruled by Ah Puch, the 
Lord of Death, described in greater detail in the following section. 

To the ancient Maya the principal object of religion and 
worship was to procure for themselves life, health, and sustenance 
— an end which Landa in a passage previously quoted (pp. 204—5) 
eloquently expresses, A number of other early authorities also 
echo the same thought: “They worship idols . . . . in order to 
petition [the gods] for health and good seasons”; or again in the 
following prayer: “All powerful god, these sacrifices we make 
to thee and we ofFer thee these hearts so that thou mayest give us 
life and temporal goods”; again sacrifices were made “in order to 
buy food from the gods so that they [the people] might have 
much to eat.” 

The gods were invoked and placated by a number of different 
offices. Practically all important ceremonies began with fasts and 
abstinences, some of the former lasting for as long as three years. 
They were scrupulously observed, moreover, and to break one’s 
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f a) Palace of the Governor, Uxmal, Yucatan, Mexico; the Xiu as 
independent Mayafrulers. 


f House of don Nemesio Xiu, Ticul, Yucatan, Mexico; the Xiu 
as Mexican corn-farmers. 


Plate 25. — Residences of the Heads of the Xiu Family under Three 
Nations: the Native Maya, Spain, and Mexico 








f B) Hliipii from Comalapa, Guate- 
mala. 


a) Huipil from San Pedro Sacate- 
pequez, Guatemala. 



^ d) Huipil from Merida, Yucatan, 
Mexico. 


c) Huipil from Tixcacal, Quintana 
Roo, Mexico. 


Plate 2$. — Huipiles, or Dresses of Maya Women from the Highlands 
OF Guatemala (a and if) an0 from Quintana Roo and 
Y ucATATf^, Mexico (c and d) 






fast was considered a very great sin. These preparatory purifica- 
tions which also included sexual continence, were mandatory upon "'*■ 
the priests and upon those who assisted directly in the ceremonies, ^^7 
but were only voluntary for others. In addition to fasting and 
continence, their abstinences included giving up flesh-foods and 
the use of salt and chili pepper as seasoning, of which they were 
inordinately fond. 

Sacrifices were an important part of Maya worship 5 they 
ranged all the way from simple offerings of food, lordllas, beans, 
honey, incense, tobacco, etc., the first 
fruits of the fields, all kinds of ani- 
mals, birds, and fish, living as well as 
dead, raw and cooked, to all kinds of 
ornaments and other valuables — ^jade 
and shell beads, pendants, feathers, 
jaguar skins, etc. — and, in New Em- 
pire times, to the general practice of 
human sacrifice — men, women, and 
children. The offerings varied ac- 
cording to the urgency of the occa- 
sion. If the sacrifice was to cure a sickness, to avert some minor 
trouble, to insure success in hunting, fishing, or some trading 
expedition, offerings of food, or ornaments only might be made; 
but in times of great common need, such as droughts, hurricanes, 
or the dreaded plagues of locusts, which periodically visit Yuca- 
tan, human victims were sacrificed, especially in order to bring 
general rains. 

Prayers formed an essential element in Maya ritual and the 
aid of the gods was sought in every sort of activity — ^in divination, 
prophecy, and horoscopes, in puberty and marriage rites, in every 
kind of general ceremony, to deliver them from trouble as well 
as to oppress the devil who caused it, to bring about pregnancy in 
the case of a childless woman, to expel the evil spirits before 
beginning all ceremonies, to avert drought and plagues of locusts 
which resulted in famine, disease, thefts, and discord, dynastic 
and hierarchical changes which led to wars, and for success in 



Fig. 10. — ^The rain-god nourishes a 
tree; the death-god uproots it. Page 
60, Codex Tro-Cortesianus. 


every sort of undertaking— agriculture, hunting, fishing, trading, 
making of idols, and battle. 

Blood-letting and scarification played a leading part in re- 
ligious observance. Although Landa says only the men indulged 
in these blood-letting practices, the Codex Tro-Cortesianus shows 
both a man and a woman in the act of drawing blood from their 
ears with a flint or obsidian knife (Fig. ii). Blood was drawn 
from the ears (especially the lobes), the nose, the forehead, the 
cheeks, the lower lips, the elbows, arms, thighs and legs, and the 
private parts. The blood thus obtained, as well as that of sacri- 
ficial victims, human as well as animal, was liberally sprinkled 
over their idols. 

They make sacrifices of their own blood, sometimes cutting the edges 
[of their ears] in pieces, and thus they left them as a sign [of their devo- 
tion]. Other times they pierced their cheeks, other times the lower lips; 
again they scarify parts of the body; or again they perforate their tongues 
in a slanting direction from side to side, passing pieces of straw through 
the holes, with horrible suffering; and yet again they slit the superfluous 
part [the foreskin] of the virile member, leaving it like their ears, which 
deceived the general historian of the Indies [Oviedo] into saying that 
they practiced circumcision. .... The women do not practice these 
blood-lettings although they were very devout; furthermore, of all things 
that they have, whether it be birds of the sky, animals of the earth, or fish 
of the sea, they always anointed the face of the demon [their idols] with 
the blood of these. 

The perforation and cutting instruments used in these blood-let- 
ting rites were the bony snout of the swordfish, the barb of the 
sting-ray, fishspines, thorns of the gourd tree, and knives and 
blades made of flint, obsidian, bone, and shell. 

The burning of incense formed an indispensable part of every 
religious ceremony. Their incense was made principally of copal 
(poiw), a resin extracted from the copal tree (Protium cofaV) 
found very commonly throughout the Yucatan Peninsula, and 
less frequently of rubber, chicle, and another resin called ftih ak 
in Maya. There were special plantations where the incense trees 
were grown; incense was highly prized and carried as an article of 



trade far and wide. The incense was made into small cakes, dec- 
orated with cross-hatching on top, and painted a bright turquoise 
blue. Scores of such incense cakes were recovered in the dredging -^9 
of the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza (see a later section of this 
chapter, p. 239). The chacs^ or priest’s assistants, prepared a large 
number of small balls of fresh incense, laying them out on small 
boards made expressly for the purpose, just as the Lacandon Maya 
of Chiapas still do today. The incense 


was then taken and burned in specially 
shaped pottery vessels with the head 
or whole figure of some deity modeled 
in high relief on the outside of the 
I ■ vessel. 

I Pom burns with a heavy, black 

smoke and a fragrant, aromatic odor. 

Sometimes, falling to have the hearts Fig. ii.— Blood-letting rite. Page 95, 
of large animals at hand, burnt ofFer- Codex Tro-Cortesianus. 

I ings of which were occasionally made, 

I Landa says imitation hearts were molded out of pom incense: 

“And if they were not able to have large animals like tigers 
; [jaguars], lions [pumas], or crocodiles, they fashioned hearts 

out of their incense.” Landa’s statement here has been corrobo- 
i rated by the discovery in the center of one of the cakes of incense 

j dredged from the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza of a human- 

; shaped heart made out of some vegetable substance, probably 

i ground corn. Finally, faint memories of the ancient faith and its 

i holy places still linger among modern Maya in remote regions. 

[ Thus, for example, the Lacandon still burn pom incense in typical 

I Maya incense burners (Plate 81, d), in the principal temple 

I (Structure 33) at the ruins of Yaxchilan, while the semi-inde- 

i pendent Maya of eastern Yucatan still offer the same incense in 

I the sanctuary of the Castillo, or principal temple at the ruins of 

j Tulum on the east coast of the peninsula. 

! Another religious observance was dancing, of which there 

were many kinds, varying with the different ceremonies of which 
they formed an essential part} but social, secular dancing such 




as we have today, was entirely unknown.- Each ' sex ' had. 
particular dances, and only rarely did men and women dance to- 
gether. In one of their war dances more than eighth hundred 
dancers took part: 

There is another dance [holcan okot] in which eight hundred Indians^ 
more or less, dance with small banners, taking long war-steps to the beat 
[of a drum], among them there is not one who is out of step. 

In another dance, great skill was shown in catching reeds with a 
little stick: 

One is a game of reeds, and thus they call it colomche^ which means that. 
In order to play it, they form a large circle of dancers, whom the music 
accompanies, and two of them enter the circle in time to the music, one 
with a handful of reeds with which he dances holding himself upright; 
the other dancer crouches, both of them always inside the circle. And he 
with the reeds throws them with all his strength at the other, who with 
great skill, catches them, by means of a small stick. Having finished 
throwing, they return in time to their places in the circle, and others go 
out to do the same thing. 

Dancing was very popular j says another sixteenth-century writer 
in this connection: 

There were many other dances of which there would be more than one 
thousand kinds, and they considered this as an extremely important thing 
and so great a number of people assemble to see it that more than fif- 
teen thousand Indians would gather, and they came from more than 
thirty leagues [75 miles] to see it, because, as I say, they considered it 
an extremely important affair. 

Dancing among the Maya, as previously noted, and indeed among 
all American Indian tribes, was a religious rite rather than a secular 
diversion as with us. 

Examples of dancing figures are rare in the Maya reliefs, 
but the two dancing figures on the altars of Zoomorphs O and P at 
the Old Empire city of Quirigua are of outstanding merit, espe- 
cially that on the former (Plate 27, b). Here a masked dancer of 



heroic size— seven and a half feet high — is poised with greatest 
ease on the pointed toe of his left foot, like a modern toe dancer. 
The left arm is raised above the head, the left hand grasping a 
small shield} the right hand holds a small bag, resting naturally 
against the right hip. The whole figure, in every line, expresses 
grace, elegance, and flowing movement. 

The Maya believed in the immortality of the soul and a life 
hereafter which the soul enjoyed when it left its earthly body. 
The future was divided, according to Landa, although there is 
some suspicion of Catholic influence in his statement, into a good 
life and a bad one, into a place of rest and a place of suffering. 

Suicides by hanging, warriors killed in battle, people who 
were sacrificed, women who died in childbirth, and the priests 
when they died went directly to the Maya Paradise: 

They also said and held it as absolutely certain that those who hanged 
themselves went to this heaven of theirs; and thus there were many who 
on slight occasions of sorrows, troubles or sicknesses, hanged themselves 
in order to escape these things and to go and rest in their heaven, where 
they said that the Godess of the Gallows, whom they call Ixtab, came to 
fetch them. 

Other causes for suicide were grief, fear of torture, even a desire 
to throw blame upon one’s husband or wife for mistreatment. 

The Maya Paradise is described as a place of delights, where 
there was no pain or suffering, but on the contrary an abundance 
of good foods and sweet drinks, where grew the yaxche^ or sacred 
tree of the Maya (the ceiba)^ under the branches and grateful 
shade of which they could rest and forever cease from labor. The 
penalty exacted from those whose lives had been evil was that they 
had to descend into a lower region called Mhnal — the Maya Hell. 
There devils tormented them with hunger, cold, weariness, and 
grief. Hunhau, the Lord of Death, an abbreviation of the day 
Hunahau, or i Ahau, was also regarded as the prince of all the 
devils, and presided over this bottommost Hell. And they be- 
lieved further that neither their Paradise nor Hell would ever 
end, since the soul itself could not die but must go on forever. 



THE PANTHEON 


ITZAMNAj LORD OF THE HEAVENS (god D^) 

Discounting Hunab Ku, the creator, who does not appear to 
have played an important part in the life of the common people, 
perhaps being regarded by them more as a distant, priestly ab- 
straction than as a personal creator, there stood at the head of the 
Maya Pantheon the great Itzamna, son of Hunab Ku. In the 
codices, Itzamna is represented as an old man with toothless jaws, 
sunken cheeks, Roman nose, and occasionally bearded (Plate 29, a) . 
He has two name-glyphs — ^the first, which may be a somewhat 
conventionalized representation of his own head, and the second, 
which contains as its main element the day-sign Ahau. This day- 
sign we have already seen (chapter ix, p. 161), meant “king, 
emperor, monarch, prince or great lord”; thus the second of 
Itzamna’s two name-glyphs declares his position as head of the 
Maya Pantheon. He was patron of the day Ahau, the last and 
most important of the twenty Maya days (pp. 266-67). 

Unfortunately, Old Empire representations of few if any of 
the Maya deities have survived. As already observed, I believe 
that most of the figures presented in the sculptures, frescoes, and 
vase-paintings of the Old Empire are those of men — ^rulers, 
priests, acolytes, warriors, and prisoners. The pictures of Maya 
gods shown here are taken from one or other of the three 
known Maya hieroglyphic manuscripts which date from the New 
Empire (p- 295). Although direct evidence is thus lacking for the 
Old Empire period, it seems highly probable, in view of the close 
cultural continuity of the Old and New Empires, that the Maya 
Pantheon remained largely the same for both periods, except for 
two important and outstanding exceptions: (i) the introduction 
of a new deity named Kukulcan from Mexico into Yucatan in 
the tenth century; and (2) the increasing importance of the rain- 
god, Chac, in Yucatan as compared with Peten, which latter 

^ The Gennan scholar, Paul Schellhas, has classified the deities represented in 
the three Maya codices, giving each a letter designation. In his classification, 
Itzamna is God D. 


region has a much higher rainfall than yueatan, where it was not 
so necessary to call upon the rain-god as frequently as in the much 
drier climate of northern Yucatan. 

Itzamna was Lord of the Heavens, and also Lord of Day and 
of Night. In these two latter capacities, he is intimately associ- 
ated with Kinich Ahau, the sun-god, “Lord of the Eye of the 
Sun” (God G), who was especially worshipped at Izamal in 
northern Yucatan, and with Ixchel, the moon-goddess (Goddess 
I). Indeed Kinich Ahau may simply be only a special manifesta- 
tion of Itzamna in the latter’s capacity as Lord of the Day, that 
is, the sun. Itzamna, the inventor of writing and books (the 
codices), is said to have been the first priest to have named the 
different places in Yucatan, and to have divided the lands there. 
These activities by their very nature indicate that the cult of 
Itzamna did not originate in Yucatan,, which is the region of the 
New Empire, but was brought thither from somewhere else; and 
since we know that both the priesthood and hieroglyphic writing 
first developed in the Old Empire, it is obvious that he must 
have been a deity who was transplanted from the Old Empire 
to the New. As the first priest and inventor of the hieroglyphic 
writing, and, by extension, of the calendar and chronology as 
well, he is clearly a god that went back to the beginnings of Maya 
history and probably always stood at the head of the Maya Pan- 
theon. 

During the important ceremonies in connection with the Maya 
New Year, Itzamna was especially invoked to avert calamities. 
In the month of Uo, at a ceremony in his honor in his manifesta- 
tion as the sun-god, the most learned of the priests present con- 
sulted the sacred books to ascertain from them the auguries for 
the coming year. Again in the month of Zip, together with his 
wife Ixchel, he was invoked as the god of medicine. And again 
in the month of Mac he was worshiped by the old men in a cere- 
mony with the Chacs, or rain-gods. Itzamna was a benevolent 
deity, always the friend of man. He is never connected with de- 
struction, devastation, or disaster, and never appears in the codices 
associated with the symbols of death. 



CHAC, THE GOD OF RAIN (gOD b) 

Chac, the God of Rain, is represented in the codices with a 
long, proboscis-like nose and two curling fangs projecting down- 
ward from his mouth, one forward, the other backward} his 
headdress is usually a knotted band (Plate 29, 3 ), and his name- 
glyph has an eye which, in the Codex Tro-Cortesianus, is defi- 
nitely T -shaped *-up . This latter element, it has been suggested, 
represents tears streaming from the eye, which in turn may 
symbolize pouring rain and hence fertility. This same sign is 
also the glyph for the day, Ik, of which the rain-god was probably 
the patron deity, as Itzamna was of the day Ahau. 

Chac was a universal deity of first importance. Indeed, if we 
were to judge only by the number of his representations in the 
codices, he would have to be regarded as more important even 
than Itzamna. Pictures of Chac occur 218 times in the three 
known Maya codices, as compared with 103 occurrences of Itzam- 
na, while the latter is not found at all in the Codex Peresianus. 
Chac was a rain-god primarily, and by association, god of the wind, 
thunder, and lightning, and hence by extension, of fertility and 
agriculture in a broad sense} that is the idea of growth and germi- 
nation, and by still further extension, even of the cornfields. 

The rain-god was regarded not only as a single god but also 
at the same time as four gods — a different Chac for each one 
of the four cardinal points, each cardinal point having its own 
special associated color (see endsheets) : Chac Xib Chac, the Red 
Man-Chac of the East} Sac Xib Chac, the White Man-Chac of 
the North} Ek Xib Chac, the Black Man-Chac of the West} and 
Kan Xib Chac, the Yellow Man-Chac of the South. This con- 
ception is analogous to our own belief concerning the Holy 
Trinity, or three Gods in one: God the Father, God the Son, and 
God the Holy Ghost. The rain-god was thus regarded as four 
gods in one. 

In the month of Chen or in that of Yax a great festival was 
held in honor of the Chacs which was called the meaning 
“enter the house.” The four gods known as the Bacabs, who were 
closely associated with the four Chacs and also with the four 
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O. Quirigua, Izabal, Guatemala. 
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c) Ceremony of the symbolic sharing of sin. Sculptured tablet by Miguel 
4 Tzab, Merida, Yucatan, Mexico. 




Plate 28. — Scenes of Human Sacrifice as Represented on the 
Monuments, Codices, and Wall-Paintings 



{a) Stela 1 1, Piedras Negras, Peten, Guatemala j {b) Stela 14, Piedras Negras; 
(c) Codex Dresdensisj (d) Codex Tro-Cortesianus; (<?) Temple of the Jaguars, 
Chicheu Itza, Yucatan, Mexico j (/) Temple of the Warriors, Chichen Itza. 




cardinal points, were consulted in advance to indicate a propitious 
day for the ceremony which was devoted to the renovation of 
the Temple of the Chacs. During this ceremony, held once a 
year, the clay idols and pottery incense burners were renewed, 
and, if necessary, the temple itself was rebuilt. A tablet in hiero- 
glyphic writing commemorating the event was set into the temple 
wall. 

Just as Itzamna was associated with the sun-god, so Chac 
seems to have been associated with the wind-god, who will be de- 
scribed later} indeed the wind-god may again be only a special 
manifestation of the rain-god, and may have had no separate 
existence. 

The rain-god (or gods) was a benevolent deity like Itzamna, 
always the friend of man, associated with creation and life, and 
never his enemy} never is he allied with the powers of death and 
destruction. For the ordinary Maya corn farmer whose para- 
mount interest in life was his cornfield, that is to say for the vast 
majority of the people, Chac was the all-important deity, and 
his friendly intervention was sought by the average Maya more 
frequently than that of all the other gods combined. The mask- 
panels with long curling noses found throughout the Maya area, 
but especially in New Empire architecture, are probably nothing 
more nor less than representations of the head of this god (Plate 
6o, a and b'). 

THE GOD OF CORN (gOD e) 

The third deity in point of frequency of representation in the 
codices appropriately is the corn-god or the god of agriculture, 
who occurs 98 times in the three manuscripts. He is always repre- 
sented as a youth (frontispiece) and sometimes with an ear of corn 
as his headdress (Plate 29, c). Occasionally this ear is shown 
sprouting from the glyph for the day Kan, which itself is the 
symbol for corn in the codices. Kan was also the day of which 
this god was the patron. Of all the gods represented in the 
codices this youthful deity shows the greatest amount of head- 
deformation. Notice his markedly retreating forehead. His 





225 


name-glyph is his own head, which merges at the top into a highly 
conventionalized ear of corn, surmounted by leaves. 

This god was the patron of husbandry and is shown in the 
codices engaged in a variety of agricultural pursuits. He, or a 
priest impersonating him, is occasionally depicted in Old Empire 
sculpture — for example on the front of Stela 40 at Piedras Negras 
(Plate 54, c ) — ^with an ear of corn as his headdress, scattering 
grains of the cereal on the head of the Earth Mother j or again 
on the back of Stela H at Copan. He is always shown as a young 
god. Like the corn he typifies, he has many enemies and his des- 
tinies were controlled by other gods, those of rain, wind, drought, 
famine, and death. In one place he is shown under the protection 
of the rain-god and in another in mortal combat with a death-god. 

Although his specific name as the God of Corn is unknown, 
in later New Empire times his identity seems to have been merged 
with that of a more general agricultural deity known as Yum 
Kaax, “Lord of the Forests,” and at least some of his fertility 
functions were probably taken over by the more powerful Chac. 
He would seem to have been essentially, as his pictures indicate, a 
corn-god, representing the spirit, not only of the growing grain, 
but also of the mature cereal. Like Itzamna and Chac he was a 
benevolent deity, a god of life, prosperity, abundance, and fruit- 
fulness, and is never, except as engaged in mortal combat, asso- 
ciated with the symbols of death. 

AH PUGH, THE GOD OF DEATH (gOD a) 

The fourth god in point of frequency of representation in the 
codices, in keeping with the excessive fear of death among the 
ancient Maya, is the God of Death (God A), who occurs 88 times 
in the three, manuscripts. He is represented with all the para- 
phernalia of death (Plate 29, d ) } he has a skull for a head, bare 
ribs, and spiny vertebral projections; or, if his body is clothed 
with flesh, the latter is bloated and marked with black circles, sug- 
gesting discoloration of the body due to decomposition. Never- 
failing dress accessories of the death-god are his sleigh-bell 
ornaments- These appear sometimes fastened in his hair or to 



bands around his forearms and legs, but more often they are 
attached to a stiff ruff-like collar (Plate 29, d). These bells in all 
sizes, made of copper (occasionally even of gold), were found in 
considerable quantities during the dredging of the Well of Sacri- 
fice at Chichen Itza, presumably where they had been thrown, 
together with the sacrificial victims (see p. 240 below) . See Plate 
94, and Figure 55, I?, and /. 

Like Itzamna, whose antithesis he is. Ah Puch has two name- 
glyphs and is the only other deity thus distinguished. The first 
represents the head of a corpse with its eyes closed in death, and 
the second is the head of the god himself with truncated nose, 
fleshless jaws, and a flint sacrificial knife as a prefix. A frequent 
sign associated with the God of Death is not unlike our own per- 
centage sign . The God of Death was patron deity of the 
day Cimi, which means “death” in Maya. 

In the case of Ah Puch, as in that of Itzamna and of Chac, 
we are dealing with a deity of first importance as attested by the 
frequency of his representations in the codices. As the chief 
demon, Hunhau, he presided over the ninth and lowest of the 
nine Maya underworlds, or Hells. Even today as Yum Cimil, 
the Lord of Death, the modern Maya believe he prowls around 
houses of the sick, looking for prospective prey. 

Ah Puch is distinctly a malevolent deity, the first we have en- 
countered. He, or his name-glyph, is frequently associated with 
the God of War and Human Sacrifice, to be described presently, 
and his constant companions are the dog, the Moan bird, and the 
owl, all three of which were considered to be creatures of evil 
omen and death. 

XAMAN EK, GOD OF THE NORTH STAR (gOD c) 

The fifth most common deity in the codices is Xaman Ek, the 
North Star god, who occurs 61 times in the three manuscripts. He 
is always portrayed (Plate 29, h) with the same snub-nosed face 
and peculiar black head-markings. He has only one name-glyph, 
his own head, which has been likened to the head of a monkey. 
This same head, with a different prefix to that found in his own 



name-glyph, is also the hieroglyph for the cardinal point North 
(see endsheets), thus tending to confirm his identification as God 
of the North Star; moreover, the nature of the occurrences of his 
name-glyph in the manuscripts is such as to indicate that he must 
have been the personification of some heavenly body of first 
astronomic importance. Since his head is the hieroglyph for 
the cardinal point, North, there can be little doubt that he was 
indeed God of the North Star. 

In one place Xaman Ek is spoken of as “the guide of the 
merchants,” as well he may have been, since the North Star is the 
only apparently fixed star in the latitudes of Peten and Yucatan 
that does not radically change its position throughout the year. 
Merchants are also said to have offered fom incense to him at 
altars along roadsides. He was a benevolent deity and is found in 
association with the rain-god and was probably patron of the day 
Chuen. 


EK CHUAH, THE BLACK WAR CAPTAIN (gOD m) 

Ek Chuah is the sixth most commonly represented deity in 
the codices, occurring 40 times. He has a large, drooping underlip 
and is usually shown painted black — ^the color of war — in the 
Codex Tro-Cortesianus, or partly black in the Codex Dresdensis 
(Plate 29,/). In the former his mouth is always encircled with a 
red-brown border, emphasizing his thick lips. His name-glyph is 
an eye rimmed with black. This god seems to have had a two- 
fold and somewhat contradictory character; as God of War he 
was malevolent, but as God of Traveling Merchants he was 
friendly. In the former capacity he appears with a lance in hand, 
occasionally engaged in combat, even vanquished by another war- 
god, more especially a god of death in war and of the killing of 
war prisoners. In his malevolent character, we have seen him with 
Ixchel, armed with javelins and lance, taking part in the destruc- 
tion of the world by water (Fig. 9, p. 215). As a friendly god, 
he appears carrying a bundle of merchandise on his back like an 
itinerant merchant, and in one place he is shown with the head of 
Xaman Ek, the North Star, whom we have seen is said to have 



been the “guide of the merchants.” Finally, Ek Ghuah was the 
patron of cacao, and those who owned cacao plantations held a 
ceremony in his honor in the month of Muan. In one aspect he ^^9 
seems to have been hostile to man, in another, friendly— a twO- 
faced deity like the Roman Janus. 

THE GOD OF WAR, OF HUMAN SACRIFICE, AND VIOLENT DEATH 

(god f) 

This deity occurs 33 times In the codices, the seventh in fre- 
quency, and always in connection with death. His most constant 
characteristic is a black line partly encircling his eye and extend- 
ing down over his cheek (Plate 29, g). His own head, with the 
number ii in front of it, is his name-glyph. He may be the 
patron of the Maya day, Manik, the sign for which is the grasping 
hand, perhaps symbolical of his capturing prisoners of war or 
of taking whatever he wants. He is sometimes shown in company 
with Ah Puch, the God of Death, at scenes of human sacrifice. 

He is also a war-god in his own right and is shown burning houses 
with a torch in one hand while he demolishes them with a spear 
in the other. The custom of sacrificing noble prisoners of war has 
already been mentioned, and thus the concept of a war-god, a god 
of death by violence and by human sacrifice, all seem to be com- 
bined in this deity. 

THE GOD OF THE WIND, POSSIBLY KUKULCAN (gOD k) 

The suggested association of the famous Maya-Mexican cul- 
ture hero, Kukulcan (the well-known Quetzalcoatl of Mexican 
mythology), with the Maya God of the Wind is not surely estab- 
lished. The wind-god Is rarely portrayed in the codices, there 
being less than a dozen representations of him altogether and not 
one in the Codex Tro-Cortesianus, a late New Empire manu- 
script. Moreover, in view of the predominant position held by 
Kukulcan in late New Empire times, it seems strange indeed that, 
if the wind-god were Kukulcan, many more representations of him 
should not have been found in the codices, all three of which date 
from the New Empire. 


bJI^ The association of the wind-god ■with Ghac, the rain-god, on 
the other hand is very close. We see Chac offering the head of 
^ 3 ® the wind-god, in connection with a katun-ending ceremony in the 
Codex Peresianus (Fig. i6). Indeed the identification of the 
wind-god as Kukulcan rests almost entirely upon an identical 
association in Aztec mythology of Quetzalcoatl with Ehecatl, the 
wind-god, who sweeps the path of the rain-god. Since the Maya 
wind- and rain-gods are also closely associated, and since both 
the Maya wind-god and Quetzalcoatl-Ehecatl, the Aztec wind- 
god, both have large, foliated proboscises, there may well be some 
connection between the Maya wind-god and Kukulcan. This con- 
nection, however, is only suggested, not definitely established, and 
Chac himself, the principal Maya rain-god, has been identified 
as Kukulcan by several authorities. Some believe the connection 
between the wind-god and the rain-god— a natural association in 
itself — ^is so close as to indicate that the former is only a special 
manifestation of the latter and thus should not be regarded as a 
separate deity. His name-glyph (Plate 29, <?) is frequently found 
in connection with that of Chac. He was patron of the day Muluc 
and was a benevolent deity, 

IXCHEL, GODDESS OF FLOODS, PREGNANCY, WEAVING, AND 
PERHAPS OF THE MOON (gODDESS i) 

Ixchel was an important personage in the Maya Pantheon, 
though apparently more often unfriendly than not. We have 
already seen her as an angry old woman emptying the vials of 
her wrath upon the earth in a scene depicting the destruction of 
the world by flood (Fig, 9) j again in Plate 29, i, she is a per- 
sonification of water as the destroyer, of floods and cloudbursts, 
and as such was certainly a malevolent goddess. 

But Ixchel seems to have had another, friendlier side. She 
was probably the Maya Juno, the consort of Itzamna, Lord of the 
Heavens, and since her husband occasionally appears as the sun- 
god, she would seem to have been the moon-goddess, the patroness 
of pregnancy, and inventress of weaving. She is usually portrayed 
in the codices as an old and hostile water-goddess, surrounded by 



symbols of death and destruction, a writhing serpent on her head, 
crossbones embroidered on her skirt, and with fingernails and toe- 
nails like the talons of a beast of prey — indeed, some have called ^3 ^ 
her the old tiger-clawed goddess. 

IXTAB, GODDESS OF SUICIDE 

Mention has been made of the fact that the ancient Maya be- 
lieved suicides went directly to Paradise. There was a special 
deity who was regarded as the particular patroness of those who 
had taken their lives by hanging themselves — Ixtab, Goddess of 
Suicide. She is shown in the Codex Dresdensis (Plate 29, /) 
hanging from the sky by a halter which is looped around her neck} 
her eyes are closed in death, and a black circle, representing dis- 
coloration due to decomposition, appears on her cheek. 

PATRON GOD SERIES 

THE THIRTEEN GODS OF THE UPPER WORLD AND THE 
NINE GODS OF THE LOWER WORLD 

As already mentioned in connection with the rain-god, the 
ancient Maya conceived of some of their deities not only as a single 
entity but at the same time as composite or multiple in char- 
acter, like our own conception of the Holy Trinity — three gods in 
one. Chac, we have seen, was considered as a single god and 
at the same time as four gods. Similarly the Oxlahuntiku, or 
Thirteen Gods -of the Upper World, although regarded collec- 
tively as a single deity, were considered to be thirteen separate 
and individual gods} and the Bolontikuy or Nine Gods of the 
Lower World, were likewise regarded in the same dual capacity. 

Thus the. Oxlahuntiku were one god and thirteen gods at the same 
time, and the Bolontiku one god and nine gods at the same time. 

In certain myths preserved in the Book of Chilam Balam of 
Chumayel, this same unity, both of the Oxlahuntiku and of the 
Bolontiku, and at the same time their composite character as well, 
is clearly set forth, while in the stone inscriptions of the Old Em- 
pire this dual conception of the Bolontiku is repeatedly empha- 
sized. For example, each one of the nine Bolontiku was, in turn. 


the patron of a day of the Maya calendar} it was believed that 
""" these nine gods followed each other in endless succession through- 
^32 out time, just as do the seven days of our own week. Thus, if 
God X were patron of the ist day, he would again also be 
patron of the lOth day, the 19th day, the 28th day, etc., in- 
finilum; and similarly, if God y were patron of the 2d day, he 
would again be patron of the nth, the 20th, the 29th day, etc. 
While we do not know what the nine Bolontiku looked like, no 
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Fig. 12. — ^Name-glyphs of the Nine Gods of the Lower World. 

representations of them having as yet been identified in the 
codices, their name-glyphs, that is the nine different signs or 
hieroglyphs which represent them, have been identified (Fig. 
12). An analogous case would be: if we knew that the letters 
G e o r g e W a s h i n g t o n spelled the name of the first Presi- 



dent of the United States, but we did not know either how to mJLm 
pronounce this name or what the man George Washington really 
lookedlike. 

Against the south wall of the left chamber of Temple 40 at 
Yaxchilan there had formerly been a row of nine seated anthro- 
pomorphic figures made of stucco, each about two feet high, which 
may have represented these nine gods. Unfortunately all of 
them have been destroyed except for their feet, which are pre- 
served only to the level of their respective knees (Plate 30, b). 

Since there are nine pairs of these feet, it is probable that the cor- 
responding seated figures to which they belonged originally had 
represented the Nine Gods of the Lower World. 

Along the eastern base of the square tower of the Palace at 
Palenque there were found the badly destroyed remains of nine 
similar figures, also irr stucco, which probably had represented 
these same nine gods. Unfortunately all details by which they 
might have been identified, both in the series at Yaxchilan as well 
as in that at Palenque, have disappeared. 

In the case of the Oxlahuntiku, 'wt do not even know their 
corresponding thirteen name-glyphs, although together with the 
Bolontikit, they must have constituted one of the most important 
groups of the Maya Pantheon. However, it would seem to be only 
a matter of time before the name-glyphs of the Oxlahuntiku will 
also be identified in the inscriptions of the Old Empire. It has 
been suggested that the 13 head-variant numerals (see chapter 
xii, p. 280) are in reality the heads of the thirteen Oxlahuntiku, 

THE THIRTEEN GODS OF THE KATUNS 

There were thirteen different katuns, or 20-year periods, each 
having its own, special patron. Although the names and name- 
glyphs of this group of thirteen deities are unknown, they seem 
to be shown in the fragmentary manuscript known as the Codex 
Peresianus (p. 299), one side of which presents nothing but a 
succession of katuns with their corresponding patron deities, some 
of whom may be recognized, as for example the rain-god and the 
wind-god in the representation of Katun 7 Ahau (Fig. 16). 


GODS OF THE NINETEEN DIVISIONS (mONTHs) OF THE YEAR 

Another series of patron deities, the names of which we do 
not know, are the nineteen patrons of the nineteen months, or 
divisions, of the Maya year, though here again, as in the case of 
the Bolontiku, we do know most of their corresponding nineteen 
name-glyphs (Fig. 13). Some of these are the signs of heavenly 
bodies, others the heads of animals or birds, and still others forms 
of unknown meaning. Astronomical month-patrons are: the sun, 
patron of the month Yaxkin, and the moon, patron of the month 
Chen (Fig. 13, second row)} the planet Venus, patron of the 
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Fig. 13. — ^Name-glyphs of the patron-gods of the nineteen Maya months. 


Uayeb 
North Star (?) 


month Yax (third row). Animal or bird month-patrons are: the 
jaguar for the month Pop, and the bat for the month Zotz (Fig. 
13, top row), the toad for the month of Zac (third row). Others 
are: the sign for the new fire ceremonial, patron of the month Ceh, 
and the sign for the day Ik, patron of the month Mac (Fig. 13, 




third row). Although the name-glyphs of these nineteen month- mmLi 
patrons are almost all recognizable, their corresponding names are 
unknown, as well as what these nineteen month-patrons really ^35 
looked like. 

GODS OF THE TWENTY DAYS 

Still another series of patron deities was that of the twenty 
gods which presided over the twenty different Maya day-names 
(p. 267). We have already seen that Itzamna was the patron of 
the days called Ahauj®" Chac of the Ik days; the corn-god of the 
Kan days; Ah Puch of the Cimi days; Xaman Ek of the Chuen 
days; the God of War and Human Sacrifice of the Manik days; 
the wind-god of the Muluc days; and the remaining thirteen days 
doubtless had their own special patron deities as well, which have 
not been surely identified as yet. 

GODS OF THE FOURTEEN NUMERALS O AND I-I3 

Another and most important series of gods were the patrons 
of the fourteen head-variant numerals — ^zero and one to thirteen 
inclusive. Indeed these head-variant numerals are nothing more 
nor less than the heads of these fourteen deities, one each of 
which was associated with one of these fourteen numbers (see 
chapter xii, p. 279). The most obvious of these associations is 
that between Ah Puch, the God of Death, whose head is the 
fleshless skull, and the head- variant numeral for 10, which is 
nothing more nor less than the fleshless skull itself (Plate 30, a). 

The sun-god was the patron of the number 4, and Chac, the God 
of Rain, patron of the number 13. The heads of the numbers 
I -1 3 inclusive, as already suggested, may be those of the thirteen 
Oxlahuntiku^ 

® Each, of the 20 Maya day-names is preceded by one of the numbers from 
I to 13 inclusive (see chapter xii) so that there are 13 days Ahau, 13 days Ik, etc. 

* These number-gods are also depicted as the numerical coefficients in the 
exceedingly rare full-figure glyphs, found only in seven inscriptions in the Maya 
hieroglyphic writing: (i) Lintel 48, Yaxchilan; (2) Stela D, Copan; (3) Temple 
26, Copan; (4, 5) Stela D, east and west sides, Quirigua (Plate 72, 3 ) ; (6) Tjcxt- 
morph B, Quirigua; and (7) Altar of 2 ioomorph O, Quirigua (Plate 27, b'). 



RITES AND CEREMONIES 

GENERAL NATURE 

There were many rites and ceremonies for all sorts of needs, 
individual as well as group, from the hetzmek observance in be- 
half of the baby of a humble woodcutter to general feasts in order 
to alleviate widespread famine brought about by long-continued 
drought, but a similarity of pattern runs through all of them: 
(i) preliminary fasting and abstinences including a temporary 
taboo on sexual relations for the officiating priest and principals, 
symbolic of spiritual purification} (2) selection in advance by 
priestly divination of an auspicious day to celebrate the rite} and 
at the ceremony itself, (3) first an expulsion of the evil spirit 
from the midst of the worshipers} (4) incensing of the idols} 
(5) prayers} (6) and — most important of all — ^the sacrifice, if 
possible, of some living thing, a deer, dog, fowl, or fish, and on 
more important occasions a human victim or victims. In all sacri- 
fices of living things, whether animal, fowl, fish, or man, the 
blood of the victim was smeared on the face of the idol of the god 
in whose honor the ceremony was being held. The priests them- 
selves were smeared with blood, their hair being foul, clotted, 
gory mops. Most of the ceremonies closed with feasting, drink- 
ing, and general drunkenness} this last, according to the early 
Catholic fathers, was the inevitable conclusion of every Maya 
ceremony. 

HUMAN SACRIFICE 

Human saaifice was performed in several ways} the most 
common, and perhaps the most ancient since it was practiced in 
Old Empire times (Plate 28, a and 3 ), was by removing the heart. 
The intended victim, after being stripped, painted blue (the 
sacrificial color), and having a special peaked headdress set on 
his head, was led to the place of sacrifice, sometimes the temple 
courtyard, sometimes on the summit of the pyramid supporting 
the temple. The evil spirits were first expelled and the altar, 
usually a stone that was convex on top in order to curve the vic- 
tim’s breast upward, was also smeared with the sacred blue paint. 



The four chacsy also painted blue, next grasped the victim, one 
choc to each arm and leg, and together stretched him on his back 
over the altar. The mcom now advanced with the sacrificial flint 
knife in his hand and plunged it into the victim’s ribs just below 
the left breast. Thrusting his hand into the opening, he pulled 
out the still throbbing heart and, placing it on a plate, handed it 
to the chilan, or officiating priest 5 whereupon the latter swiftly 
smeared the face of the idol of the god to whom the sacrifice was 
being made with blood. If the victim had been sacrificed on the 
summit of a pyramid, the chocs threw the corpse to the court 
below, where priests of lower rank skinned the still warm body, 
except the hands and feet. The chilan, having removed his sacri- 
ficial vestments, arrayed himself in the still-dripping, bloody skin 
of the victim and solemnly danced with the spectators. Sometimes 
the bodies of victims were buried in the temple courtyards, and 
sometimes, particularly if the sacrificial victim had been a valiant 
and brave soldier, his body was divided and eaten by the nobles 
and other spectators at the ceremony. The hands and feet were 
reserved for the chilan, and if the victim was a prisoner of war, 
his captor wore certain of his bones as a decoration and mark of 
prowess. Women and children were as frequently sacrificed as 
men. 

Archaeological corroboration of this ceremony is found in the 
wall-paintings at Chichen Itza, not once but several times (Plate 
28, e and /). One such scene (Plate 28, /) portrays a human 
sacrifice to Kukulcan, the Feathered Serpent, patron deity of this 
city. A lower coil of the serpent-god’s body itself forms the 
sacrificial altar, the upper coils and the head rising behind the 
altar in front of the doorway of his temple. Two chocs, instead of 
four, are shown, probably because of difficulties in handling the 
perspective involved in drawing one figure directly behind an- 
other. The chilan between the altar and the serpent-god 

with his hand upraised holding the sacrificial knife ready to slit 
the victim’s breast. Several of these knives have been recovered 
from the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza. One has a blade of 
finely chipped flint and a handle of wood, carved in the likeness 



of two intertwined serpents, their bodies overlaid with gold 
(Fig. 14). _ . 

In other representations of human sacrifice (Plate 28, a-d') 
the victim’s breast is shown as already opened, and rising out of 
it there seems to be a portrayal of the dead man’s soul, conceived, 
in one case at least, as a tree ascending toward the heavens with 



Fig. 14.* — ^Sacrificial knife from the Well of Sacrifice, Chichen Itza, Yucatan, 
Mexico. 


a bird perched on its branches (Plate 28, c)^ in confirmation of 
the tradition preserved by Landa that the soul of those sacrificed 
went directly upward to the Maya Paradise. 

Another form of human sacrifice was by bow and arrow: 

If he [the victim] was to be sacrificed by arrows they stripped him 
naked and anointed his body with a blue color, and put a pointed cap on his 
head. When they had reached the victim, all of them, armed with bows 
and arrows, made a solemn dance with him around the stake, and while 
dancing they put him up on it and bound him to it, all of them keeping 
on dancing and looking at him. The foul priest in vestments went up 
and wounded the victim with an arrow in the parts of shame, whether 
it were a man or woman, and drew blood and came down and anointed 
the face of the idol with it And making a certain sign to the dancers, 
as they passed rapidly before him [the prisoner] still dancing, they began 
one after another to shoot at his heart, which had been marked before- 
hand with a white sign. And in this manner they made his whole chest 
one point like a hedgehog of arrows. 

This latter sacrifice is depicted in an incised drawing from the 
walls of Temple II at Tikal (Fig. 15), probably scratched there 
by some passing Indian long after the city had been abandoned 5 
this same ceremony is also shown in the Mexican codices, indeed 
it was probably a direct importation from central Mexico in late 
New Empire times. 



An unusual ceremony of human sacrifice was practiced in the 
Well of Sacrifice at Ghichen Itza. Victims of both sexes in times 
of dire national necessity, such as famines, epidemics, and espe- 
cially in case of unduly prolonged droughts, were hurled into 
this great irregularly-shaped pocket in the limestone. The Well of 
Sacrifice at Ghichen Itza (Plate 42, .J) is roughly oval; it varies 
in width from 150 to 190 feet and is 65 feet in depth from the 
level of the surrounding country to the surface of the water, which 
in turn is another 65 or 70 feet deep to the bottom of this great 
natural hole in the Yucatan limestone; the sides are either verti- 
cal or undercut. Pilgrimages were made from great distances to 
attend these sacrifices and all kinds of valuables were hurled into 
the well with the living victims, both men and virgins, to appease 
the angered rain-deities. It is connected with the Gastillo, or 



Fig. 1^,—Graffiui horn Temple II at Tikal, Peten, Guatemala, showing arrow- 
shooting ceremony. 

principal temple dedicated to Kukulcan, by a stone causeway ipoo 
feet long, ao feet wide, and varying in height from 3 to 1 5 feet 
above the general ground-level, depending upon surface inequali- 
ties. Says Landa; 

Into this well they have had, and then [middle-sixteenth century] had, 
the custom of throwing men alive, as a sacrifice to the gods in times of 
drought, and they believed they did not die though they never saw them 
again. They also threw into it many other things, like precious stones 
and things that they prized. And so if this country had had gold, it would 
be this well that would have the greater part of it, so great was the de- 
votion which the Indians showed for it. 


aJLm This prediction, made by Landa nearly four centuries ago, has 
““ received startling confirmation from archaeology in modern times. 
^ 4 ® In 1905-1908 the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Eth- 
nology of Harvard University carried on extensive dredging 
operations in the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza, bringing to 
the surface from its dark and forbidding waters a veritable treas- 
ure of sacrificial offerings. These articles include gold and copper 
repoussee plates, masks, cups, saucers, bells, pendants, bracelets, 
earrings, finger-rings, and buttons of gold. Many copper sacrificial 
bells of the sleigh-bell type of different sizes were found (em- 
blems of the God of Death), small ceremonial axes, etc.} great 
numbers of plain, highly polished jade beads as well as carved jade 
beads, pendants, and plaques} objects of wood- — ^the sacrificial 
knife, already mentioned — ^and several throwing sticks (Maya 
hulche, Aztec atlatV). There were fragments of cotton textiles, 
some showing unusual weaves} ornaments made from carved bone 
and shell} about fifty human crania of men and women, human 
long bones, some of the latter being carved, perhaps to be used 
as trophies of war. And most numerous of all were the cakes 
of fom incense, usually found resting on the bottoms of crude 
pottery vessels and painted a bright turquoise blue. 

Study of the gold and copper objects foimd in the Well of 
Sacrifice indicate that they were brought to Chichen Itza from 
points as far distant as Colombia and Panama to the south and 
from as far north as the state of Oaxaca and the Valley of Mexico. 
See chapter xvi (pp. 432-36) for a more detailed description of 
some of these objects. 

In addition to its use as a place where offerings and human 
sacrifices were made to bring rain, there was also present a prog- 
nosticative element in these ceremonies at the Well of Sacrifice. 
The victims, especially girl-slaves, their hands and feet unbound, 
were thrown into the well by their masters at daybreak, and if, 
by chance, any survived the plimge, a rope was lowered at mid- 
day to haul them out and they were asked by the lords what 
manner of year, whether good or bad, the gods had in store for 
them. If a girl did not survive the ordeal, that is, did not re- 











PjLATE 29 . — Principal Deities of the Maya Pantheon as 
Represented in the Codices 

{a) Itzamna, head of the Maya Pantheon (God D) 5 {b) Chac, the rain-god 
(God B); {c) Yum Kax, the corn-god (God E) ; {d) Ah Puch, the death- 
god (God A) j {e) the wind-god, perhaps Kukulcan (God K) ; (/) the war-god 
(God M); (g) the god of sudden death and of human sacrifice (God F)5 {h) 
Xaman Ek, the North Star-god (God C) j {i, Ixchel, wife of Itzamna and the 
i?oddess of childbirth and weavine* (Godde&s II : ( Ixtab. the Roddess of suicide. 
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a) Head-variant numerals, the Maya “Arabic notation, 


Pirate 30, — Maya Head-variant Numerals and Remains of Statuettes 
OF THE Nine Gods of the Lower World 


&) Stucco statuettes of the Nine Gods of the Lower World, in 
I Yaxchilan, Chiapas, Mexico. 




appear at midday when the ropes were lowered into the wellj 
“all that lord’s people [that is, the master of the girl and his 
retainers] as well as the lord himself threw large stones into the ^ 4 ^ 
water and with great hue and cry took flight from there.” 

THE THIRTEEN KATUN-ENDINGS 

A ceremony of first importance and one of great antiquity as 
well, since it goes back to the beginnings of the Old Empire, was 
the erection of the katun-stone or monument at the end of each 
katun or 7,2CX)-day period. Each one of the thirteen differently 
named katuns had its own special patron deity and its own pecu- 
liar rites. It has been shown earlier (chapter iv, p. 57) that, 
although this ceremony started as a katun-tn&xa% rite at Uaxactun 
in 8.16.0.0.0 (357), as the Old Empire developed and grew more 
powerful it soon came to be generally celebrated twice each katun: 
once at the halfway point, and once at the end. The first of these 
two celebrations, the one at the intermediate lahuntun or 3,600- 
day period-ending, was ceremonially of lesser significance, but the 
second, the one at the katun-ending, was of great importance. In 
a few cities of the Old Empire, notably Quirigua and Piedras 
Negras, the quarter katun-endings as well, i.e., the hotun or 1,800- 
day period-endings, were thus commemorated. In late New 
Empire times, however, when 'v^e have a number of contempo- 
rary references to this ceremony, it was being celebrated only on 
the katun-endings, as it had been at the very beginning. 

One of the most constant features of this ceremony, and 
one that persisted for nearly twelve centuries (357-1519), was 
the erection of a monument inscribed with hieroglyphics, which 
gave the date of the monument in Maya chronology and addi- 
tional astronomical, chronological, and ritualistic data; usually 
also there is a figure panel showing a ruler or priest, either with 
or without accompanying assistants and prisoners. These monu- 
ments were erected for nearly twelve hundred years, and their 
unveiling and dedication at the ends of the successive katuns and 
half-katuns of Maya history was one of the most important cere- 
monies of ancient Maya life. 
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In late New Empire times the ceremony was celebrated, ac- 
cording to Bishop Landa, as follows: Take, for example, the 
Katun 7 Ahau, which ran from 1323 to 1342, possibly repre- 
sented on page 6 of the Codex Peresianus illustrated on this page 
(Fig. 16). During the first half of this 20-year period (1323- 
1332), the idol of Katun 7 Ahau ruled alone in the temple, 

though he had already been a 
guest there for the ten years pre- 
vious to his actual rule (from 
1313 to 1323). During the sec- 
ond half (1332-1342) of his own 
Katun 7 Ahau (1323-1342), the 
idol of the following katun, 5 
Ahau, who was to rule from 1342 
to 1362, was placed in the same 
temple as a guest and was shown 
respect as the successor-to-be to 
the idol of ICatun 7 Ahau. In 
1342, when the rule of 7 Ahau 
had finished, his idol was removed 
from the temple and the idol of 
5 Ahau was left there to rule 
alone for ten years more (that is, 
from 1342 until 1352), when the 
idol of Katun 3 Ahau, who was to 
succeed the idol of 5 Ahau in 1362, was placed in the temple as 
guest for ten years (1352-1362), until the idol of 3 Ahau should 
rule alone, beginning in 1362. Thus the idol of each katun would 
seem to have enjoyed worship for thirty years — the first decade 
when he was only the guest of his predecessor, before his own 
rule of 20 years began, perhaps to acquire the powers of his 
predecessor} the second decade when he ruled alone {the first 
half of the katun of which he was the actual patron) } and the 
third decade (the second half of his own katun) When he shared 
the rule with his successor. The foregoing description sounds 
more complicated than the practice itself really was. 



Fig. 16. — Cereinon7 celebrating tlie end of 
the ao-year period, called Katun 7 Ahau, 
perhaps A.n. 1323--1342. Page 6, Codex 
Peresianus. 



LaBda'has the following account of this ceremony::':. 

Whoever put in order this computation of katuns, if it was the devil, 
he did it, as he usually does, ordaining it for his own glory, or, if it were 
a man, he must have been a good idolater, for with these katuns of theirs, 
he increased all the principal trickeries, divinations and delusions with 
which these people, besides their miseries, were entirely deluded, and this 
was; the science to which they gave the mc^t credit, and that which they 
valued most, and not all the priests knew how . to describe it. The order 
which they used in counting their affairs, and in making their divinations, 
by means of this computation, was that they had in the temple two idols 
dedicated to two of tliese characters [the idols of Katuns 7 Ahau and 
5 Ahau in the example given above]. They worshipped and offered homage 
and sacrifices to the first [7 Ahau] .... as a remedy for the calamities 
of his twenty years [1323-1342]. But for the ten years [1332-1342], 
which remained of the twenty [1323-1342] of the first idol [7 Ahau], 
they did not do anything for him more than to burn incense to him and 
to show him respect. When the twenty years [1323-1342] of the first 
idol [7 Ahau] had passed, he began to be succeeded by the destinies of 
the second [5 Ahau] and [they began] to offer him [5 Ahau] sacrifices, 
and having taken away that first idol [7 Ahau], they put another [5 
Ahau] in its place, in order to worship that for ten more years [by himself, 
1342-1352]. 

Each differently named katun of the thirteen possible ones 
(see pp. 291-95) had its own patron deity, its own special cere- 
monies and observances, and its own particular prophecies. It will 
be shown in the last chapter how powerfully the prophecies for the 
fateful Katun 8 Ahau affected the destinies of the Itza, the last 
politically independent Maya group. Perhaps no ceremony in the 
Maya religion was as important as that held in connection with 
these katun-endings, and it is certainly the oldest one of which we 
have record. 

NEW YEAR CEREMONIES 

Another most important group of ceremonies centered around 
the commencement of the Maya New Year. It will be shown in 
chapter xii (p. 272) that at the time of the Spanish Conquest the 
Maya year-bearers, that is to say those days upon which a New 



Year could begin, only four in number, were the days named Kan, 
Muluc, Ix, and Cauac, each being associated with one of the car- 
^44 dinal points: Kan years with the East, Muluc years with the North, 
Ix years with the West, and Cauac years with the South (see end- 
sheets). Each kind of year had ceremonies peculiar to it and to no 
other. These New Year ceremonies began in the closing five days 
of the preceding year — the Uayeb — or unlucky days, when every- 
one stayed at home lest some misfortune should befall him. The 
celebrations corresponding to the four kinds of Maya New Years 
— ^the Kan, Muluc, Ix, and Cauac years — ^although differing in de- 
tails, all follow the same general pattern. 

Kan years . — ^The New Year ceremonies for Kan years began 
during the five closing days, the Uayeb, of the preceding year, that 
is the Uayeb days of a Cauac year. A hollow pottery idol of a god 
called Kan'‘ U Uayeb was set up temporarily on a pile of stones at 
the south entrance to the town, or village, because south was the 
cardinal point of the dying Cauac year. A lord was chosen at whose 
house all the feasts connected with the current New Year’s cere- 
mony were to be held, and here an idol, Bolon Dzacab (“Nine 
Generations”) who was to be patron of the new Kan year was 
erected. Bolon Dzacab was an agricultural god who has been 
identified with the God of the Winds (God K), described in an 
earlier section. Next the whole community went to the south en- 
trance where the idol of Kan U Uayeb had previously been set up, 
and there the priest incensed it with a mixture made of ground 
corn and fom-y and cutting off the head of a turkey, he offered the 
fowl to the idol. The idol, amidst rejoicing and dancing, was then 
carried to the house of the lord who was the donor of the feast, 
where the idol of Bolon Dzacab had already been installed. Here 
the idol of Kan U Uayeb was placed in front of that of Bolon 
Dzacab and many gifts of food, drink, flesh, and fowl were offered 
to the two idols; afterward these offerings were distributed among 
those present, the officiating priest being given a haunch of venison. 

^ The first syllable kan in the name of this god is another Maya word km 
meaning ^^yellow,” the color associated with the dying Cauac year, and not the 
first day, Kan, of the Kan years. 


The devout drew blood from their ears and smeared the idols with 
it, offering heart-shaped loaves of corn meal and squash seeds to 
the idol of Kan U Uayeb. 

The idols of these two gods were kept at the lord’s house for 
the five days of Uayeb. Failure to incense them regularly 
during this period, it was believed, would surely be followed by 
certain special sicknesses which afflicted mankind during Kan years. 
As soon as the five Uayeb days had passed, the idol of Bolon 
Dzacab, patron of the new Kan year, was taken to the temple, and 
that of Kan U Uayeb was set up at the east gate, east being the 
cardinal point and red the color associated with Kan years (see 
endsheets). Here the idol of Kan U Uayeb stood until the end of 
the Kan year over which it presided. Kan yeare were considered 
good ones ‘‘because the Bacab Hobnil who ruled with the sign 
Kan, they said, had never sinned as had his brothers [especially the 
two who presided over the Ix and Cauac years], and it was on this 
account that no calamity came to them in it [a Kan year].” 

Later in the year if, in spite of their previous devotions, calam- 
ities and misfortunes began to happen, the priests ordered another 
idol to be made and erected to the god Itzamna Kauil. This was 
placed in the temple, three balls of rubber were burned before 
it, and a dog or, if possible, a man was sacrificed to it. This sacri- 
fice was eflFected by hurling the dog or man from the summit of 
the pyramid onto a pile of stones heaped up in the court below for 
this express purpose. The heart was then removed and was offered 
to the new idol, on a plate covered with another plate, together 
with gifts of food. This second ceremony closed with' a dance 
given by the old women of the community, dressed in special gar- 
ments peculiar to the occasion. Landa sa3^ this ceremony was the 
only one celebrated in a temple at which women could be present. 

Muluc years . — In Muluc years, which followed Kan years, 
an idol called Chac U Uayeb was taken to the east entrance where 
the idol of Kan U Uayeb had been left the year before. The same 
ceremonies were repeated, only in Muluc years the idol, set up in 
the house of the lord chosen to give the feast, was called Kinich 
Ahau, the sun-god. The same dances were performed, oflFerings of 



food and incense were made, and when the five unlucky days were 
over the idol of Chac U Uayeb was carried to the north entrance 
^ 4 ^ and there set up on one of the two piles of stone. Muluc years 
were thought to be good years because they believed the Bacab who 
presided over them “was the best and greatest of the Bacab gods.” 
If the Muluc years turned out badly, however, the priests 
had another god up their sleeves, called Yax Cocay Mut, 
“the green firefly pheasant,” of whom an image was made 
and worshiped. The special evils that were prone to hap- 
pen in Muluc years were a scarcity of water and an abund- 
ance of sprouts in the corn. The old women had to 
perform a special dance on high stilts (Fig. 17) and to 
oflFer dogs made of pottery with food placed on their backs. 

lie years . — In Ix years the idol Sac U Uayeb was erected 
at the north entrance of the town and a statue of Itzamna, 
the patron of the current Ix year, was set up in the house 
of the lord selected to give the feast. The same series of 
rites were performed and at the end of the year the idol 
of Itzamna was carried to the temple and that of Sac U 
Uayeb to one of the two piles of stone at the west gate. 
Ix years were considered unfavorable 5 people were espe- 
Page'36 prone to fainting fits, swoons, and troubles of the 

Tr^ eyes; there were supposed to be, in Ix years, great scarcity 
Cortesianus. of Water, hot suns, drought, famine, thefts, discords, 
changes of rulers, wars, and, most dreaded of all, plagues 
of locusts. If any of these calamities occurred, the priests ordered 
an idol made to- Klnich Ahau Itzamna and again the old women 
executed a special dance. 

Cauac years.— In Cauac years an idol called Ek U Uayeb was 
made and carried to the west entrance of the town, and another of 
Uac Mitun Ahau was made and placed in the house of the lord 
who was giving the New Year’s feast that year, and the same cere- 
monies followed in other years were repeated. Uac Mitun Ahau 
may be translated “Lord of the Sixth Hell” or Lower World. 
When the usual ceremonies had been performed the idol of Uac 
Mitun Ahau was carried from the house of the lord giving the 
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feast to the temple, and the idol of Ek U Uayeb was carried to 
the south entrance of the town, where it was installed for the 
coming year. 

Cauac years were considered to be the most dangerous of all; 
they were years when heavy mortality was to be expected; hot 
crop-destroying suns, flocks of birds, and swarms of ants to devour 
the young seeds. But again the priests came forward with their 
never-failing remedy. This time the people had to make idols 
of four gods — Chic Chac Chob, Ek Balam Chac, Ah Canuol Cab, 
and Ah Buluc Balam — ^which were installed in the temple and, 
after further ceremonies, incensing, burning a huge fire of fag- 
ots, dancing on the cooling embers in bare feet, and a general 
drunkenness followed as before. 

The following New Year, a Kan year again, the ceremonies 
appropriate to Kan years began all over again in the five Uayeb 
days of the outgoing Cauac year, and thus the round of New 
Year’s ceremonies continued to follow each other without inter- 
ruption, year after year. 

Throughout the year other feasts and ceremonies were cele- 
brated to appease or propitiate this god or that; to obtain rain or 
good harvests, to insure success in hunting, fishing, trading, war, 
and other activities; most of these have long since been forgotten 
and lack of space permits mention of only a few of the most 
important. 

CELEBRATIONS OF THE VARIOUS MONTHS 

The month of Pof . — On the Maya New Year’s Day, the first 
day of the month of Pop, which fell on July i6 of our Old Style 
calendar in the year 1556, or on July 26 of that year in our present 
corrected, or Gregorian, calendar, a universal and very solemn 
renovation ceremony was held in which all kinds of articles in 
daily use were renewed — ^pottery vessels, wooden stools, fibermats, 
clothes, and the cloths in which their idols were wrapped. The 
houses were swept clean and old utensils were thrown out upon 
the town refuse pile never to be even so much as touched again. 
The four chocs who were to serve the priest for the ensuing year 



were chosen and the priest himself prepared the balls of incense 
for the New Year ceremony. , 

ThemonthofUo . — ^During the second month, Uo, the priests, 
physicians, sorcerers, hunters, and fishermen celebrated festivals 
to their respective special patron gods. A priest consulted the 
sacred books to ascertain the auguries for the coming year and, 
after feasting and drinking, the festivities closed with a dance in 
honor of the month, which seems to have been devoted largely to 
certain vocational festivals. The special ceremonies of the physi- 
cians, sorcerers, hunters, and fishermen were continued into the 
following month of Zip. 

The months of Zotz and Tzec . — ^During the fourth month, 
Zotz, the owners of bee-hives began to make preparation for their 
feast, which was held in the following month, Tzec. Their divine 
intercessors were the four Bacabs, and of these four brothers, 
Hobnil, the Bacab who was patron of the Kan years, was their 
special friend. Incense was burned and pictures of honey were 
painted on the incense boards. The object of this feast was to in- 
crease the yield of honey, and the owners of hives all contributed 
an abundance of honey to it, from which a wine was brewed with 
the bark oi the. balche tree; heavy drinking of this beverage con- 
cluded the ceremony. 

The month of Xul . — On the sixteenth day of the sixth month, 
Xul, which began on November 17 (Gregorian), there was cele- 
brated one of the most important festivals of the Maya year, 
namely that in honor of the great god Kukulcan. Formerly this 
ceremony was observed all over Yucatan, but after the fall of 
Mayapan in 1441 it was held only at the Xiu capital of Mani, 
though other provinces sent rich gifts, among which were certain 
magnificent banners of featherwork used in the rite. 

A great multitude from surrounding towns and villages as- 
sembled at Mani on the day of the feast, having prepared for it 
in advance by preliminary fastings and abstinences. At evening 
a great procession of lords, priests, common folk, and clowns, 
which latter were a special feature of the celebration, set out from 
the house of the lord who was giving the feast and proceeded in 



an orderly array to the Temple of Kukulcan, which had previously 
been adorned for the occasion. Upon arriving at the temple, the 
preliminary exorcisms and prayers were made; the feather ban- 
ners were broken out from the summit of the temple-pyramid, 
and all the participants spread out their personal idols of wood 
and clay on leaves in the court in front of the temple. A new fire 
was kindled, incense was burned throughout the court, and offer- 
ings were made of food cooked without salt or chili pepper, and 
of a beverage composed of ground beans and squash seeds mixed. 

The lords and all those who had fasted remained at the temple 
without returning to their homes for the remaining five days and 
nights of the month, incensing and making offerings to their idols, 
praying, and performing sacred dances. During these five days 
the clowns passed among the houses of the well-to-do, playing 
their comedies and farces and collecting gifts, which at the end of 
the feast were divided among the lords, priests, and dancers. The 
banners and idols were then gathered together and taken to the 
house of the donor lord, from whence each participant departed 
for his own home. It was believed Kukulcan himself descended 
from heaven on the last day of the feast to receive the devotion 
and offerings of the worshipers. This feast was called chic kaban, 
which among other things may mean “clown-named.” 

T he months of Yaxkin and Mol . — During the seventh month, 
Yaxkin, preparations were made for another general ceremony in 
honor of all the gods, a sort of Maya All Saints Day, which was 
celebrated in the eighth month, Mol, on a day fixed by the priests. 
It was called, according to Landa, olob-zab-kamyax, probably a 
corruption of the Maya phrase yolob u dzab kamy ax m&2.mng“ths,Y 
wish to administer the receiving of the blue color [ceremony].” 
After all had assembled in the temple and the usual preliminaries 
of exorcism and incensing had been carried out, the principal ob- 
ject of the ceremony, which was to anoint everything with the 
sacred blue ointment, was begun. All sorts of utensils, from the 
priest’s sacred books to the grinding stones of the women, even the 
doorposts of the houses, were smeared with this blue ointment. 
The boys and girls of the town were assembled, and the joints of 
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the backs of their hands were struck nine times to make them skill- 
ful in the pursuits of their fathers and mothers. An old woman 
^5° called the ixmol or “conductress,” dressed in a feather robe, did 
this for the girls and a priest did it for the boys. The ceremony 
concluded with a drunken feast. 

The bee-keepers also celebrated a second festival in the month 
of Mol in order that the gods should provide flowers for the bees. 

Still a third ceremony, and one of very great importance, held 
in Mol, or in some other month if the priests found the omens of 
Mol were not propitious therefor, was called “making gods,” and, 
as its name signifies, was for the purpose of making their wooden 
idols. The sculptors who carved these idols were fearful of their 
own art, since it was believed to be very dangerous to make repre- 
sentations of the deities, and they consented to do it only with 
great reluctance, fearing some member of their families would 
die or a fainting sickness might fail upon them. As soon as the 
sculptor who was to make the idols had been selected, the priest, 
the four chaeSy and the sculptor all began to fast, while the man 
for whom the idols were to be made built a thatched hut in the 
forest, fenced it, cut the wood from which the idols were to be 
carved, and carried the pieces to the hut, and finally installed a 
large, covered pottery urn so that the idols could be decently kept 
under cover while they were being made. 

The wood used for making the idols was always the same — 
Spanish cedar, the most easily carved of all the native woods, 
being soft and without grain. The Maya word for Spanish cedar 
is kuche, which itself means “god tree,” perhaps because the idols 
of the gods were made from it. Incense was taken to the hut to 
ofFer to four gods, called Acantuns, one each presiding over one 
of the four cardinal points, as well as instruments for scarification 
and drawing blood from the ears, and tools for carving the wood. 

When all these had been provided, the priest, the four chocs, 
and the sculptor were shut up in the hut and went to work, first 
cutting their ears and smearing the images of the four Acantims 
with their blood, incensing, and praying. This was kept up until 
the idols were finished, while the man for whom they were being 



made carried food to the hut for those working there. Absolute mm 
continence was required of all, and no outsider was allowed even "“*■ 
to approach the hut. ^ 5 ^ 

The month of Chen . — In the next month, Chen, when the 
idols were finished, the man for whom they had been made paid 
the priest, chacs, and sculptor with gifts of game, birds, and beads, 
and reverentially removed the idols from the hut to a previously 
prepared arbor in his own yard. Here the priest and sculptor first 
cleaned themselves of the soot with which they had been anointed 
while the idols were being fashioned, and the former blessed 
the idols with great solemnity and fervent prayers. Finally, the 
evil spirits having been exorcized and incense burned, the idols 
were wrapped in cloth, placed in a small basket, and turned over 
to the owner, who received them with great devotion and rever- 
ence. The ceremony, as usual, closed with feasting and drinking. 

The month of Yax. — K renovation ceremony, already de- 
scribed in connection with the rain-god, Chac (p. 225), was cele- 
brated in the month of Yax, on which occasion the clay idols and 
incense burners were renewed, probably with ceremonies not dis- 
similar to those just mentioned in connection with the making 
of wooden idols. 

The month of Z<*c.— During the eleventh month, Zac, the 
hunters again celebrated a festival like the one they had held in 
the month of Zip, the purpose of which was to make amends to the 
gods for any blood they might have shed in the chase. Any blood- 
shed, except in sacrifice, was believed to be an abomination for 
which atonement had to be made. 

The months of Ceh and Mac . — ^There is no special ceremony 
described as having taken place in the twelfth month Ceh, but in 
the next month, Mac, the old men celebrated a feast in honor of 
the four Chacs and Itzamna, called the Tupp Kak, or “the killing 
of the fire.” A great hunt was organized in which as many animals 
and birds as possible were caught. On the day of the ceremony 
these were brought to the courtyard of the temple, where a great 
pile of dry fagots had been piled up, and, after the usual exorcisms 
and incensing, the animals and birds were sacrificed and their 



hearts thrown into the fire. When the hearts were consumed the 
chacs extinguished the fire with jars of water, after which the cere- 
^5^ mony proper began. For this feast only the lord who gave it was 
obliged to fast. All assembled in the court of the temple, where 
a stone altar had been built with a stairway on one side; this was 
very clean and decorated with green branches. The priest burned 
incense in order to expel the evil spirit, and when the altar had 
been thus ceremonially purified, mud from a well was smeared on 
the bottom step and the sacred blue ointment on the other steps. 
Incense was burned again, and the Chacs and Itzamna were in- 
voked with prayers and offerings; eating and drinking closed this 
ceremony as all others. The Tupp Kak was celebrated in order to 
obtain a year of good rains; the month Mac fell in the latter part 
of March and early April, not long before the beginning of the 
rainy season early in May, and it was thought that the service de- 
scribed above and the accompanying invocations would assure 
plentiful rains for the corn. 

The months of Kankin and Muan . — No special ceremony is 
reported for the fourteenth month, Kankin, but in the following 
month, Muan, a festival in honor of Chac Ek Chuah (God of 
Cacao) and Hobnil (Bacab of the Kan years) was celebrated by 
owners of cacao plantations, A dog with cacao-colored spots was 
sacrificed on one of the cacao plantations, incense was burned, blue 
iguanas, blue bird-feathers, and game were offered to the idols of 
these gods, and the long pods of the cacao beans were given to each 
official who had participated in the rite. When the offerings and 
prayers were over, the ceremony closed with the usual feasting and 
drinking, but this time with no drunkenness, since Bishop Landa 
says “there were three drinks of wine for each one and no more.” 

The month of PiW?.— In the month of Pax, there was a cere- 
mony calltd Pacum meaning perhaps, “the recompensing 

of Chac” in honor of a god called Cit Chac Coh, “Father Red 
Puma,” who, judging from the nature of the ceremony, was a 
patron of warriors. This was a general ceremony, the lords and 
priests of the smaller towns and villages going to the larger cen- 
ters, where the celebration was held in the Temple of Cit Chac 



Coh. For five days preceding the festival, prayers, gifts, and in- „,JSm 
cense were offered at the temple} sometime before the fifth day, 
ail repaired to the house of the war captain, the elected nacom, 253 
and with great pomp, incensing him the while as though he were 
a god, they bore him in a palanquin to the Temple of Cit Chac 
Coh, where he was seated and incensed further. The remainder 
of the five days were spent in feasting, in drinking, and in dancing 
the holcan okot, or dance of the warriors. The preliminary five 
days having passed, the ceremony proper began, and since it was 
a rite to secure victory over their enemies in war it was celebrated 
with great solemnity (see Table VI, pp. 254-55). 

The ceremony opened with the same ordeal by fire as practiced 
in the month of Mac, which was followed by prayers, offerings, 
and incensing. While this was going on, the lords carried the 
nacom on their shoulders in his palanquin around the temple, in- 
censing him as they went. This finished, a dog was sacrificed, its 
heart being placed on a covered platter and offered to the idol of 
Cit Chac Coh. The chacs opened a large jar of wine, which closed 
the festival. The nacom was escorted back to his home by the other 
celebrants, where the lords, priests, and leading people, everybody 
in fact except the nacom himself, got ceremonially and royally 
drunk. The next day, everyone having recovered from the pre- 
ceding night’s orgy, the nacom distributed among the participants 
in the feast great quantities of incense and eloquently urged them 
to observe all the festivals of the coming year with diligence and 
fidelity in order that the year should be prosperous, after which 
each returned to his own town or village. 

The closing months of Kayab, Cumhu, and Uayeb. — ^As will 
be seen from the foregoing description a fairly strenuous program 
of religious ceremonies had been going on for the previous sixteen 
Maya months and all felt the need for some relaxation before the 
exacting rites of the New Year began. These lighter festivities, 
held during the last three months, Kayab, Cumhu, and Uayeb, 
were called the sabacil than and were celebrated as follows: 

They sought in the town, among those who were the richest for some 
one who would be willing to give this festival, and advised him of the 
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day, in order that these three months that remained before the New Year 
should have more diversion. And what they did was to assemble in the 
house of him who gave the festival, and there they performed the cere- 
monies of driving out the evil spirit, and burned copal [fom] and made 
oiferings with rejoicings and dances, and they made wine-skins of them- 
selves, and this was the inevitable conclusion. And so great was the excess 
which there was in the festivals during these three months that it was a 
great pity to see them, for some went about covered with scratches, others, 
bruised, others with their eyes enflamed from much drunkenness, and all 
the while with such a passion for wine that they were lost because of it. 

It must be remembered, in judging Landa’s constant com- 
plaints about the drunkenness with which he says most Maya 
ceremonies concluded, that every observance of the ancient re- 
ligion was anathema to him. Everything about the old pagan 
faith was nothing more than the work of the Devil himself and 
as such was to be damned outright by crook and candle. The old 
bishop was as bigoted as the Maya priests he condemns, and his 
observations about the drunken orgies with which he says these 
ceremonies always concluded should probably be taken with a 
grain of salt. For a resume of the ceremonies and dances of the 
Maya year see Table VI. 

GROWTH OF THE PANTHEON 

The Maya had a large number, of gods, though the most pow- 
erful and the most frequently invoked were those described in a 
previous section of this chapter. Probably not more than a dozen 
deities enjoyed most of the worship, the aid of the others being 
sought only on special occasions or as specific need for their help 
arose. 

We have seen that originally the Maya religion was relatively 
simple, a direct personification of the forces of nature, which im- 
mediately influenced the lives of the common people — ^the sun, 
moon, rain, wind, thunder, lightning, floods, etc. (Pre-Maya I) ; 
further, that with the introduction of corn culture, the pantheon 
was enlarged to admit agricultural and fertility deities whose ap- 
peasement and continued good-will now became necessary for the 



first time (Pre-Maya II). Still later, when the Maya civiliza- .JLi 
tion began to take shape with the invention of the calendar, 
chronology, and hieroglyphic writing, during the fourth or third ^57 
century before Christ, a further expansion of the pantheon became 
necessary to make room for the new group of astronomic and 
calendric deities, whose functions were more specialized than 
those of the older, simpler, and more general nature gods. The 
newer gods required the services of a professional priesthood to 
worship them and to interpret their wishes to the mass of the 
people. And so matters continued for more than six centuries 
(Pre-Maya III), the Maya religion growing more and more 
esoteric, the Maya gods more and more specialized, the Maya 
priesthood more and more highly organized, and Maya worship, 
ritual, rite, and ceremony more and more complex, but, it is to be 
noted, without the excessive practice of human sacrifice and with- 
out'the general use of idols, whether of stone, wood, or clay (Old 
Empire I, II, and III). 

All authorities are agreed that both mass human sacrifice and 
idolatry were introduced into Yucatan by the Maya-Mexican in- 
vaders under Kukulcan during the tenth century of the Christian 
Era. It has been pointed out that, while human sacrifice was prac- 
ticed in Old Empire times, it was only in moderation, and that 
it was not until the Puuc and Mexican periods of the New Empire 
that hecatombs of human victims were oflFered to the gods after 
the fashion then prevailing in central Mexico (New Empires I 
and II). 

Similarly the Old Empire Maya were not, generally speaking, 
worshipers of images in a literal sense, all authorities again agree- 
ing that idolatry as such was also a Maya-Mexican importation 
into Yucatan j in which latter period the number of idols is said 
to have been enormous. Landa states: “They had a very great 
number of idols and of temples which were magnificent in their 
own fashion, and besides the community ternples, the lords, priests 
and leading men also had oratories and idols in their houses, where 
they made their prayers and offerings in private.” And again, 
“They had such a great quantity of idols, that those of their gods 



were not enough, for there was not an animal or insect of which 
they did not make a statue.” Another seventeenth-century Span- 
ish priest in writing of Tayasal on Lake Peten Itza, the last inde- 
pendent Maya stronghold, says; “They have many other public 
idols, as there are nearly as many as there are priests’ houses and 
the streets of the district.” Another writer in 1562 mentions “that 
there must have been more than 100,000,” which number, the 
royal alcalde mayor of Merida, writing three years later, raises to 
“almost a million of them.” Even discounting such obvious exag- 
geration as these last two statements, all the early writers agree 
that there were very great numbers of idols, practically everyone 
— fiords and priests, rich and poor alike — each having his own 
private collection of them, many of them having to be renewed 
each year. 

Among this multitude of gods many were the creation, one 
might almost say the private racket, of the professional priest- 
hood. The common man, the simple corn farmer, whose toil 
and sweat alone made possible the whole complicated govern- 
mental, social, and religious structure, turned most frequently to 
Chac, the rain-god, since by Chac’s propitiation and appeasement, 
by Chac’s good will, he lived and by Chac’s wrath he was undone. 



HIERO^ELYPHIC WRITING, ARITHMETIC 

AND ASTRONOMY * 

H. G. WELLS in his Outline of History says that the invention of 
a graphic system is the true measure of civilization, while Edward 
Gibbon, in his Decline and. Fall of the Roman Empire, states that 
the use of letters is the principal characteristic which distinguishes 
a civilized people from a herd of savages. According to such 
standards, the Maya were the most civilized people of the New 
World in pre-Columbian times, since they and they alone de- 
veloped an original system of writing. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF WRITING 

The world over, writing seems to have passed through three 
definite stages of development: 

I. — Pictorial or representative writing, wherein a picture of the 
idea to be conveyed is actually portrayed. Thus a deer hunt is rep- 
resented by the picture of a deer and a man throwing a spear at it. 
Nothing is left to the imagination. The picture tells the whole 
story. This has been called pictographic writing. 

II. — Ideographic writing, wherein the characters or signs stand 
for ideas rather than represent pictures of such ideas. In ideo- 
graphic writing the characters employed have usually lost all re- 
semblance to the pictures of the ideas for which they stand, being 
little more than conventionalized symbols. Thus among the In- 
dians of the Northwest Coast the idea of a whale is represented 
by its spout. In Chinese writing, the ideograph for “trouble” is the 
conventionalized symbol for a woman, repeated twice, standing 
under a gate, and the ideograph for “war,” the symbols for three 

This chapter, in shorter form, was originally published in my Guide Book 

to tks Ruins of Quirigua (Carnegie Institution of Washington, Supplementary 
Publication No. i 6 , Washington, D.C., 1935)* 



women standing under the same gate. Chinese, without any at- 
tempt at wise-cracking, is perhaps the best example o£ ideographic 
writing extant today. 

YM.—fhonetic writing, wherein the characters have lost all 
semblance to, or even mental association with, the objects they 
originally portrayed and denote only sounds. The signs no longer 
stand for pictures, or even ideas. They are completely divorced 
from any attempt at realistic representation. Instead, they stand 
for sounds only, and as used in combinations denote only combi- 
nations of sounds. Phonetic writing may be further divided into 
(i) syllabic writing and (2) alphabetic writing. In the former 
the characters represent syllables, that is compound rather than 
simple sounds, while in the latter each of the characters or letters 
stands for a single sound. The Egyptian hieroglyphic writing is 
an example of the former} modern alphabets are examples of the 
latter. 

The Maya hieroglyphic writing belongs to Class II above. 
Its characters represent ideas rather than pictures (Class I) or 
sounds (Class III). 

MAYA WRITING ONE OF THE EARLIEST EXAMPLES OF 
A GRAPHIC SYSTEM 

Maya writing represents one of the earliest stages in the de- 
velopment of graphic systems extant today. Perhaps the most 
important fact about the Maya hieroglyphic writing for the mod- 
ern student of graphic systems is that, barring the purely pictorial 
efforts of Class I, like the palaeolithic paintings in the Cave 
of Alta Mira, Spain, or the pictographs scratched on cliffs in Ari- 
zona and New Mexico, for example, it may well represent the 
earliest stage of a formal graphic system that has come down to us. 

This does not mean that the Maya hieroglyphic writing is the 
oldest graphic system extant today. Far from it. The earliest 
Egyptian and Sumerian inscriptions go back to the fourth millen- 
nium before Christ, whereas the earliest Maya text does not reach 
back even so far as the beginning of the Christian Era. What may 
be fairly claimed for the ancient Maya writing, however, is this: 



although devised several thousand years later than either the 
Egyptian hieroglyphic or the Sumerian cuneiform writing, it rep- 
resents a far earlier stage in the development of writing than 
either. 

When we first glimpse the Egyptian hieroglyphics, they had 
already advanced to a semiphonetic stage. In addition to the many 
ideographs present, perhaps as many as half of the characters are 
phonetic, mostly syllabic, but in a few cases already definitely 
alphabetic. A similar condition obtains in the earliest cuneiform 
clay tablets where phonetic elements are also numerous. 

The Maya system, however, although devised several thous- 
and years later than either the Egyptian or the Sumerian, actually 
represents an earlier stage in the development of writing than 
either — ^namely, a graphic system which is almost entirely ideo- 
graphic (Class II) but just on the verge of developing phoentic 
characters (Class III). 

MAVA "rOSETTA STONe” 

The Maya “Rosetta Stone,” if we may borrow the analogy 
from Egyptology, may perhaps be said to be the Relacion de las 
COSOS de Yucatan^ written about 1566 by Bishop Diego de 
Landa, already extensively quoted in this book. 

At the time of the Spanish Conquest of Yucatan, the Maya 
hieroglyphic writing was still in use. The Maya civilization to- 
ward the end of the New Empire had passed into a decline, a loss 
of cultural impetus, a definite slowing down of the whole social 
mechanism. However, knowledge and use of the hieroglyphic 
writing among the priesthood and ruling class continued down to 
the time of the Spanish Conquest and even later. 

Landa, in his Relacion^ gives a brief description of the Maya 
calendar, drawings of the signs for the difFerent days and months, 
and some general information, much of which is irrelevant, though 
little is actually misleading. He tells us that his chief source of 
information about the calendar was one Nachi Cocom (pp. 95, 96), 
who had been a native prince before the Conquest period and who 
was well versed in reading the hieroglyphic writing. 



The worthy bishop, though he says he regards the whole mat- 
ter as “the work of the devil,” nevertheless gives sufficient data 
with which as an entering wedge it has been possible to work slowly 
toward an approximate understanding of the meaning of the 
Maya inscriptions. Indeed, it is now possible to read about one- 
third of the hieroglyphs, sufficient to permit comprehension of the 
general tenor of these ancient stone records. 

STORY TOLD BY THE MAYA INSCRIPTIONS 

The Maya inscriptions treat primarily of chronology, astron- 
omy — ^perhaps one might better say astrology — and reli^ous 
matters. They are in no sense records of personal glorification and 
self-laudation like the inscriptions of Egypt, Assyria, and Baby- 
lonia. They tell no story of kingly conquests, recount no deeds 
of imperial achievement} they neither praise nor exalt, glorify 
nor aggrandize, indeed they are so utterly impersonal, so com- 
pletely nonindividualistic, that it is even probable that the name- 
glyphs of specific men and women were never recorded upon the 
Maya monuments. 

If not of such familiar matters as wars, conquests, public 
works, accessions and deaths of rulers, of what then do the Maya 
inscriptions treat? What is the burden of their story? 

First and most important of all was the dedicatory date of 
each monument, the date in Maya chronology when it was formal- 
ly put into public service, the so-called Initial Series, usually re- 
corded at the beriming of each inscription. This date was in- 
scribed with such meticulous care that the great majority of dated 
Old Empire monuments are so accurately fixed in Maya chron- 
ology that their dates cannot recur, that is to say, cannot repeat 
themselves, until after a lapse of 374,440 years, virtual eternity 
so far as human records are concerned. 

We have seen in the preceding chapter that each one of the 
nineteen divisions of the 365-day calendar year had its own partic- 
ular deity. The name-glyph of the patron god in whose month 
the corresponding Initial Series date fell is recorded in the first 


hieroglyph of each text in the great majority of Old Empire in- 
scriptions (Fig. 13, p. 234). 

Another group of very important deities, also noted in the 
previous chapter, was the Bolontiku, or Nine Gods of the Lower 
World. The name-glyphs of these nine gods are also recorded on 
most Old Empire monuments immediately following the record 
of the days over which they respectively and successively presided 
(Fig. 12, p. 232). 

The priests, very early in the use of the Maya calendar, un- 
doubtedly perceived that having a calendar year of fixed length, 
365 days, and no elastic month like our own month of February 
with which to take up the extra quarter-day, amounting to very 
nearly one whole day every four years, their calendar year had be- 
gun to gain upon the true year at a fairly brisk pace, amounting to 
as much as fifteen days in the lifetime of a man who lived to be 
sixty years of age. 

If this discrepancy had continued uncorrected for any length 
of time, the stations in the farmers’ year — ^the very raison d'etre 
of their elaborate calendar — ^would very quickly have become dis- 
placed. The time for burning the forest and bush for their corn- 
fields (chapter viii, pp. 144-46), for example, instead of falling 
toward the end of the dry season in March or April, as it did at the 
beginning, would, according to their 365-day calendar, have crept 
backward through the months — February, January, December, 
November, October, September, and presently their calendar 
would have been telling them to burn at the height of the rainy 
season when burning was obviously impossible. 

The priests doubtless foresaw this difficulty, insuperable in 
any calendar which consists of a changeless 365-day year as did 
that of the ancient Maya, and solved it once for all, simply and 
effectively. 

They must have reasoned something like this: “Let us permit 
our calendar year to gain on the true year as fast as it will. Our 
calendar year has always consisted of 365 days and we cannot, in- 
deed must not, change our wonderful system of measuring time. 
What we can and will do, however, is this: We will allow our 



calendar to continue to function without change, but when we 
erect a monument, we will engrave upon it, in addition to the cur- 
rent official calendar date of its dedication, the calendar-correction 
for that particular date. In this way, no matter what month our 
calendar may happen to register, for we realize that all our months 
move forward through all the seasons, all the way around the 
year, we will always know, whenever we erect a monument, the 
true position of its corresponding date in the true year.” 

Asa matter of fact, this is precisely what the Maya priests did 
throughout the Old Empire in a kind of corrective, secondary 
count which has been called the “Secondary Series” by modern 
students. As monument after monument was erected in the differ- 
ent cities on the successive hotun-, lahuntun-, or katun-endings, as 
the case might be, almost without exception the corresponding cal- 
endar-correction necessary to bring the recorded year position, that 
is, the recorded month-day, into harmony with the true year-po- 
sition on any given day was clearly set forth; this correction 
naturally increased as time went on, the error accumulating at the 
rate of one day every four years. See a later section of this chapter. 

Thus the priests kept the calendar year in harmony with the 
farmers’ year, and the endless round of agricultural duties — fell- 
ing, burning, planting, and harvesting — went forward smoothly, 
each coming around to its immemorially appointed season, no 
matter where the official calendar happened to place it at any 
given moment. 

This awesome knowledge of the movements of the heavenly 
bodies, this ability to predict eclipses, the appearances and disap- 
pearances of Venus from the eastern and western skies as Morning 
and Evening Star, respectively, must have been a source of tre- 
mendous power to the Maya priesthood. It proved to the largely 
ignorant masses, in a peculiarly convincing way, that their priests 
held close and intimate communion with some of their greatest 
deities — the Sun, the Moon, Venus, et cetera — and were cor- 
respondingly to be obeyed. The seemingly uncanny familiarity of 
the priests with the greatest celestial facts of daily life undoubt- 
edly contributed heavily to the respect in which they were held 



by the common people, some priests, especially the prophets, being 
so highly venerated, as we have seen in chapter ix (p. 172), that 
whenever they appeared in public they were carried in litters on 
the shoulders of bearers (Plate 88, ^). 

But, beyond the foregoing matter, what else do the Maya in- 
scriptions tell? What is the burden of the remaining roughly 
two-thirds of the undeciphered hieroglyphs? 

We cannot answer this question surely as yet, but, judging 
from the third of the glyphs the meanings of which have been 
thus far determined, we are perhaps justified in guessing that the 
undeciphered remainder probably refer to ceremonial matters, 
offerings, lucky and unlucky days, and to malevolent and benevo- 
lent deities connected with the ritualistic year and the special 
observances with which they were to be severally propitiated. 

Certain it is that we shall eventually find hieroglyphs for a 
group of special moon-gods — the patrons of the six different 
months of the eclipse period. We may find special hieroglyphs 
for Venus in her different phases. Some of the unknown signs un- 
doubtedly represent deities j others, the special kinds of offerings 
with which they were to be propitiated} still others, the special 
rites with which they were to be severally worshiped, that is to 
say more and more of ritual, of liturgy, of astrology, and of re- 
ligion, and less and less of history in the Old World sense of 
personal or nationalistic records. 

MAYA CALENDAR 

Since arithmetic and the calendar play such an important part 
in the Maya inscriptions, a brief description of Maya arithmetic 
and the Maya calendar is necessary to their better understanding. 

TZOLKIN OR SACRED YEAR OF 260 DAYS 

In all probability the only part of their highly elaborate calen- 
dar and chronology with which the common folk, the corn farmers, 
the hewers of wood and drawers of water, were familiar was the 
sacred year of 260 days, the tzolkin or “count of days.” This time- 









period was the most fundamental fact of their religion, since it de- 
termined for everybody the very pattern of his or her ceremonial 
life. The ancient Maya, man or woman, as explained previously 
(chapter x, p. i8i), regarded his or her birthday not as the posi- 
tion in the tropical year, that is the month-day, upon which he was 
born, as we do, but the day of the tzolkin, or 260-day sacred year 
upon which he was born. The god of the particular day of this 
260-day period upon which a man was born was his patron saint, 
his guardian deity, his celestial godfather, so to speak. Doubtless 
the god of the month in which he was born was also closer to him 
than the other eighteen month-gods, but his own particular 
tzolkin god was his strongest protector, his closest ally among the 
Heavenly Ones. Indeed, we have seen that among the Cakchi- 
quels of the highlands of Guatemala a man took his given name 
from th.e day of the tzolkin upon which he happened to have been 
born, as Oxlahuh Tzii (Maya 13 Oc) for example. 

The 260 days of the sacred year were formed by prefixing the 
numbers i to 13 inclusive to the twenty Maya day-glyphs, the 
names of which are given below, beginning with Ik, one of the 
Old Empire year bearers, and their corresponding hieroglyphs in 
Figure 18. 


Ik 

Manik 

Eb 

Caban 

Akbal 

Lamat 

Ben 

Eznab 

Kan 

Muluc 

Ix 

Cauac 

Ghicchan 

Oc 

Men 

Ahau 

Cimi ' 

Chuen 

Cib 

Imix 


The Maya calendar, however, had no day named Ik, Akbal, 
or Kan alone, that is no day-name without an accompanying num- 
ber, but, instead, each one of the twenty day-names in the list 
above, as already noted, had a number from i to 13 inclusive pre- 
fixed to it, thus — I Ik, 2 Akbal, 3 Kan, and so on. Not until every 
one of these thirteen numbers had been attached in turn to every 
one of the twenty day-names given above was a tzolkin complete. 

If we commence with the number 1, for example, and prefix 
it to the first name in the list, Ik, viz. i Ik, and proceed without 








Fig. 19. — Glyphs for the nineteen Maya months: (tf) Popi {b) Uo; {c) Zip; 
(d) Zotz; (^) Tzec; (/) Xul; {g) Yaxkmj {h) Mol; {i) Chen; (/) Yax; {k) 
Zac; (/) Ceh; {m) Mac; {n) Kankm; (0) Muan; (p) Pax; {q) Kayab; (r) 
Cumhn; (i) Uayeb, 


I 



interruption to prefix the numbers from i to 13 inclusive in suc- 
cession to each of these twenty names, the fourteenth name, Men, 
will have the number i again j the fifteenth name, Cib, the num- 
ber 2 again j and so on until the first name, Ik in the second round 
of the twenty day-names comes back again with the number next in 
order, or 8. It follows, therefore, since 13 and 20 have no com- 
mon factor, that, before any given number can be prefixed a sec- 
ond time to any given name, 259 days thereafter will have had to 
elapse, the 261st day having the same designation “i Ik” as the 
first day, that is, one complete round of 260 diflFerently named 
days— the tzolkin or “count of days.” This is probably the oldest 
part of the Maya calendar, and certainly it was by far the most im- 
portant to the masses, determining for each individual, as already 
explained in an earlier chapter (chapter x, p. 181) not only his 
birthday but also the ceremonial pattern of his life. 

In order to give any day in the Maya calendar its complete 
description, however, it was further necessary to add to the days 
of the tzolkin, or 260-day ceremonial year, the corresponding 
month-position in the haah or 365-day calendar year which each 
occupied, as for example, i Imix 4 Uayeb, 2 Ik o Pop, 3 Akbal i 
Pop, 4 Kan 2 Pop, et cetera. 

CALENDAR YEAR OF 365 DAYS 

The Maya calendar year, or haab, as already noted, was com- 
posed of 19 months — 18 months of 20 days each, and i closing 
month of 5 days, making a total of 365 month-positions in the 
calendar year. These 19 divisions are given below and their cor- 
responding hieroglyphs are shown in Figure 19. 


Pop 

Tzec 

Chen 

, Mac ■ ' 

Kayab 

Uo 

Xul 

Yax 

Kankin 

Cumhu 

Zip 

Yaxkin 

. Zac ■ ■ 

Muan 

Uayeb 

Zotz 

Mol 

Ceh 

Pax 



In order to show clearly how the 260 days of the tzolkin 
were combined with the 365 positions of the haab or calendar 



year, let us represent them graphically as two cogwheels (Fig. 
20), the smaller wheel, A, having 260 cogs, each named for one 
^70 of the 260 days of the izolkin, and the larger wheel, B, having 
365 cogs, each intercog space being named for one of the 365 
positions of the Baab or calendar year. 



Fig. 20.* — Diagram showing the enmeshing of the 365-da7 calendar j^ear (B) 
with the 26o-da7 sacred jear (A), 

Before we can enmesh these two wheels we must know two 
further facts about the Maya calendar. First, the Maya New 
Year’s Day, or the first day of their first month, was written o 
(zero) Pop, Pop being the first month of the year (see above); 
and the first position in that month was written o rather than i, 
as we would write it. This follows from the fact that the Maya 
regarded time as a series of elapsed periods, and a month position 
I Pop indicated to them the second day of Pop rather than the 
first day. This latter method is the way we number the hours of 
the day. For example, when we say one o’clock, in reality the 



first hour after noon is gone and we are about to start the second 
hour. So it was with the ancient Maya when they wrote i Pop; 
the first day, o Pop, had already passed and the second day ^ 7 ^ 
(written i Pop) was about to commence. It follows from the 
foregoing that although the Maya months were each ao days in 
length, except the last which had but 5 days, their month-positions 
were numbered from o to 19 inclusive, and in the case of the last 
month from O to 4 inclusive, and as we would have numbered 
them from i to 20 inclusive and i to 5 inclusive in the case of the 
last month. This makes the first day of the Maya year o Pop, and 
not I Pop as we would write it. 

The second fact we must know before combining the tzolkin 
with the haab is that only 52 of the 260 differently named days 
of the former could ever occupy the first position of the haab, 
or indeed, the first position of any one of its 19 divisions. These 
52 days are those in which the names Ik, Manik, Eb, and Caban 
appear (at the tops of the four columns on page 267), and since 
each one of these names had the number i to 13 inclusive prefixed 
to it in turn, it results that only 52, or 4 x 13, of the 260 different 
days of the tzolkin could begin the Maya calendar year or any one 
of its 19 divisions. These 52 possible Maya New Year’s Days, or 
year-bearers as they have been called, fell, during the Old 
Empire, upon the following days: 


I 

Ik 

I Manik 

I Eb 

I Caban 

I Ik 

2 

Manik 

2 Eb 

2 Caban 

2 Ik 

2, Manik 

3 

Eb 

3 Caban 

3 Ik 

3 Manik 

etc, etc. 

4 

Caban 

4 Ik 

4 Manik 

4 Eb 


5 

Ik 

5 Manik 

5 Eb 

5 Caban 


6 

Manik 

6 Eb 

6 Caban 

6 Ik 


7 

Eb 

7 Caban 

7 Ik 

7 Manik 


8 

Caban 

8 Ik 

8 Manik 

8 Eb 


9 

Ik 

9 Manik 

9 Eb 

9 Caban 


10 

Manik 

10 Eb 

10 Caban 

10 Ik 


IX 

Eb 

II Caban 

II Ik 

II Manik 


12 

Caban 

12 Ik 

12 Manik 

12 Eb 


13 

Ik 

13 Manik 

13 Eb 

13 Caban 



It should be observed, however, that at the time of the Spanish 
Conquest, the days with which the Maya New Year began had 
^ 7 ^ shifted forward two positions, and that instead of beginning with 
days named Ik, Manik, Eb, or Caban, they began with days named 
Kan, Muiuc, Ix, or Cauac (p. 267). 

CALENDAR ROUND 

We are now in position to bring together, or enmesh, the two 
wheels in Figure 20, A representing the izolkin and 5 the kaab or 
calendar year. Let us do this in such a way that the cog of Wheel 
A, named after the day “2 Ik” of the tzolkin, will fit into the 
intercog-space on Wheel B corresponding to the Maya New Year’s 
Day or position “0 Pop,” giving the complete designation of this 
particular day as “2 Ik o Pop.” 

Now let us revolve both wheels, A to the right like the hands 
of a clock, and B to the left, counterclockwise. Our problem is to 
find out how many complete revolutions each wheel will have to 
make before the cog named “2 Ik” on Wheel A will return to the 
intercog-space named “o Pop” on Wheel B. 

This problem is an old arithmetical friend of grammar school 
days — the least common multiple. We must first ascertain the 
least common multiple of 260 and 365, during which process we 
shall also have ascertained how many complete revolutions the 
two wheels in Figure 20 will have to make before any one of the 
260 different cogs of Wheel A will return to the same intercog- 
space of Wheel B from which it started, in a complete number of 
revolutions of each wheel. 

Both 260 and 365 are divisible by 5, the first giving a quotient 
of 52, the second one of 73, but there is no further common 
factor, so the least common multiple of 260 and 365 is 5X52X73 
=18,980; therefore our first wheel. A, will make 73 complete 
revolutions, while the second wheel, B, will make 52 complete 
revolutions before cog “2 Ik” of Wheel A will return to intercog- 
space “o Pop” of Wheel 5 in a complete number of revolutions 
of each. 

Translating this problem of arithmetic back into terms of the 



Maya calendar, we may say that before any given day of the 
tzolkin could return to any given position of the haab, 73 izolkins 
or 52 haab, or 18,980 days would have had to have elapsed. This 
is true since 73 X 260 = 52 X 365 = 18,980 days. 

In other words, once every 52 haab or calendar years of 365 
days each, any given day, for example, “2 Ik,” coincided with 
the first position of the year, “o Pop,” and this combination, or 
any other combination possible, recurred thereafter at intervals 
of 52 years each, throughout time. Thus any Maya who lived 
more than 52 years began to see New Year’s Days of exactly the 
same name or, in fact, any other given days repeat themselves. 

We do not know the ancient Maya name, or even the hiero- 
glyph for this period of 52 X 365 = 18,980 days, important as 
it must have been, but modern students of the Maya calendar 
have called it the Calendar Round, because in this period of time 
the 260 days of the tzolkin will have occupied all of the 365 
positions in the haab possible for them to occupy before the 
sequence will have begun to repeat itself, that is, one complete 
round of the 18,980 possible dates or i Calendar Round. 

Not one of the peoples of Middle America who probably 
borrowed their respective calendars from the Maya, such as the 
Aztecs, the Mixtec, and the Zapotec for example, ever devised 
or made use of any time period higher than this 18,980-day 
period (52 years of 365 days). The Aztecs, for example, con- 
ceived time as an endless succession of these 52 X 365 day-periods 
to which they gave the name xiuhmolplliy meaning in their lan- 
guage “year bundle,” that is to say, the complete round of the 
years. , 

The Aztec had two special glyphs for this period, arising 
directly from their beliefs concerning it. The first was a knot 
(Fig. 21, d) indicating thereby that the bundle of 52 years had 
been tied up, finished, or completed at the end of this period, and 
the second was the fire-drill and stick for kindling the Sacred 
Fire (Fig. 21, 3 ). The Aztec believed that the world would come 
to an end only at the close of one of these 52-year periods; and 
on the last night of the xtuhtnolfilU^ we are told, the population 




2 ;^ of Tenochtitkn (Mexico City) withdrew to the hills surround- 
"■“ ing the city to await the coming of dawn. When the sun rose on 
^74 that morning, there was general rejoicing, the Sacred Fire was re- 
kindled, the houses were cleaned and set in order and the business 
of life was resumed as usual. The gods had given mankind 
another 52-year lease of life. 
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Fig. 21. — ^Aztec glyphs for the xiuhmolfllU or 52-year period: (^) two examples 
of the knot; {b) two examples of the stick and drill for kindling the sacred fire. 

Neither the Maya name nor the corresponding glyph for this 
highly important time period is known, although it was almost 
certainly a Maya conception originally, being the basis of their 
calendar system. 

The Maya, like the Aztec, also conceived time as an endless 
succession of these 18,980 difFerent possible combinations of the 
260 days (the tzolkin) and the 365 different positions of the 
calendar year {haab) j but at a very early date, probably as early 
as the fourth century before the beginning of the Christian Era, 
they perceived that even the first few multiples only of this period 
— 37,960, 56,940, 75,920, 94,900, 113,880, etc. — would involve 
them immediately in complex numbers, which became increas- 
ingly difficult to handle as time went on. 

MAYA ARITHMETIC 

In order to escape such rapidly mounting calendric chaos, the 
ancient Maya priests devised a simple numerical system which 
even today, more than two thousand years later, stands as one of 
the most brilliant achievements of the human mind. 

Some time during the fourth or third centuries before Christ, 
the Maya priests for the first time in the history of the human 
race devised a system of numeration by fosition, involving the 



conceftlon and use of the mathematical quantity of zero, z tre- 
mendous abstract intellectual accomplishment. 

Formerly it was believed, and not so many years ago either, ^75 
that positional mathematics and the conception of zero which it 
involves had been developed but once in human history, namely, 
by the Hindus who devised the decimal notation with its accom- 
panying numerical symbols about the eighth century of the Chris- 
tian Era. From India this decimal numerical system passe’d to 
Arabia, hence the term Arabic numerals, and was carried from 
Arabia by the Arabs into Egypt. From northern Africa the Moors 
introduced it into Spain, and it did not come into general use 
among our own ancestors of western Europe until the fifteenth 
century — about seven hundred years after its invention in southern 
central Asia. 

We now know, however, that the ancient Maya had devel- 
oped their own system of positional mathematics, based upon 20 
as its unit of progression instead of 10, that is, vigesimal instead 
of decimal, at least a thousand years earlier than its invention in 
the Old World by the Hindus and nearly two thousand years 
before positional mathematics came into general use among our 
own ancestors of western Europe. 

But for a single break in the third order of units to make the 
third order approximate the length of the solar year as nearly 
as possible, the Maya vigesimal system is almost as simple as our 
own decimal system. 

. The unit of the Maya calendar was the day or hin. The sec- 
ond order of units, consisting of 20 kins, was called the uinal. 

In a perfect vigesimal system of numeration, the third term should 
be 400, that is, 20 X 20 X i, but at this point, in counting time 
only, the Maya introduced a single variation, in order to make 
the period of their third order agree in length with their calendar 
year as nearly as possible. The third order of the Maya vigesimal 
system, the tun, therefore, was composed of i8 (instead of 20) 
uinals, or 360 (instead of 400) kins; 360 days or kins being a 
much closer approximation to the length of the 365-day calendar 
year than 400 days. 



Above the third order, .however^ the unit o£ progression used 
to: form all the higher numbers is uniformly 20, as 'will be seen 
below, where the names and numerical values of the nine known 
different orders of time periods are given: ' ' 


20 kins =1 uinal or 20 days 

1 8 uinds = I tun or 360 days 

20 tuns = l katun or 7,200 days 

20 katuns = I baktun^ or 144,000 days 

20 baktuns = I flctun or 2,880,000 days 

20 fictuns = I cdabtun or 57,600,000 days 
20 cdahiuns = i kinchiliun or 1,152,000,000 days 
20 klnchiltuns = l dauiun or 23,040,000,000 days 


♦The period of the fifth order, the baktun, was originally called the “cycle*’ by modem 
investigators. The ancient name for this period, however, was probably baktun as given above. 


The break in the third order of units mentioned above, 360 
instead of 400, the latter of which is the correct value of the third 
term in a strictly vigesimal system, however, was used only in 
counting time; in counting everything else the Maya followed 
the vigesimal progression consistently — i, 20, 400 (instead of 
360), 8,000 (instead of 7,200), i6o,ooo (instead of 144,000), 
3,200,000 (instead of 2,88o,ooo), and so on. 


TWO FORMS FOR EACH MAYA GLYPH 

Practically speaking every Maya hieroglyph occurs in two 
forms in the inscriptions — (i) what has been called the normal 
or regular form and (2) a head-variant, the latter being the head 
of a deity, man, animal, bird, serpent, or even some mythological 
creature who lived only in the minds of his creators j and very, 
very rarely (only seven examples known), there is a third form 
where the glyph is the full figure of a deity, man, animal, bird, 
or serpent. 

The glyphs for the foregoing nine time periods are given in 
Figure 22, normal forms at the left, head-variants at the right. 
In the cases of the last three periods, corresponding head-variants 
have not been identified as yet. 
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Fig. 22. — Glyphs for the nine known Maya time-periods: (a) kin; (b) uinal; 
(^) tun; (^) katun; (s) baktun^^ij') fictun; (g) cdabtun; (h^ kincMltun; (i) 
alautun or Initial Series introducing-glyph. 
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MAYA “roman” and “aRABIC” NOTATIONS 

Like ourselves, the ancient Maya made use of two diflFerent 
notations in writing their numbers: (i) bar-and-dot numerals 
which may be compared to our own Roman notation, and (2) 
head-variant numerals, which may be likened to our Arabic 
notation. 

In the first notation, the dot • has a numerical value of I and 
the bar — — — a numerical value of V, and by varying combina- 
tions of these two symbols, the numbers from I to XIX Inclusive 
were written as shown in Figure 23. The numbers above XIX, 
however, involved the use of their positional mathematical sys- 
tem, already mentioned, and will be described later. 
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Fig. 2 ^.- — Glyphs for the numbers o and I to XIX inclusive, in bar-and-dot 
notation, the Maya “Roman Notation”: (a) zero; {b) I; (c) II; (ij!) Ill; (e) 
IVi (/) V; a) VI; (A) VII; (/) VIII; (;) IX; (A) X; (/) XI; («) XII; («) 
XIII; (o) XIV; (p) XV; (y) XVI; (r) XVII; (r) XVIII; (r) XIX. 


It is readily apparent from Figure 23 that the Maya bar-and- 
dot notation was superior to Roman notation in two respects. To 
write the numbers from I to XIX inclusive in Roman notation, 
it is necessary to employ three symbols — ^the letters I, V, and X — 
and two arithmetical processes — addition and subtraction: VI is 
V plus I, but IV is V minus I. 

On the other hand, in Maya bar-and-dot notation, in order to 



write the numbers from I to XIX inclusive, it is necessary to 
employ only two symbols — the dot and the bar — and only one 
arithmetical process, namely addition. In other words, Maya bar- 
and-dot notation used not only one symbol less to write the num- 
bers from I to XIX inclusive than Roman notation requires, but 
also one arithmetical process less. 

The second notation employed by the ancient Maya in writ- 
ing their numbers made use of different types of human heads to 
represent the numbers from i to 13, inclusive, and zero. The 
Maya head-notation is comparable to our own Arabic notation, 
wherein there are ten different symbols representing zero and the 
first nine numbers — o, i, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9. These four- 
teen Maya head- variant numerals are nothing more nor less than 
the heads of the patron deities of the first fourteen numbers de- 
scribed in the preceding chapter. 

It will be remembered that in forming the days of thttzolkitiy 
13 numbers from i to 13 inclusive were prefixed to the glyphs 
for the twenty days in succession. There is evidence that the 
ancient Maya regarded the first thirteen numbers and zero as 
the frimary numbers, since each one of them has a special head to 
represent it, that is each of those numbers has its own patron deity 
(Plate 30, 

The head- variant for 10 is the death’s head, or skull, and in 
forming the head- variants for the numbers from 14 to 19 in- 
clusive, the fleshless lower jaw of the death’s head (Plate 30, a) 
was the part used to represent the value of 10 in these composite 
heads for these six higher numbers. Thus if the fleshless lower jaw 
is applied to the lower part of the head for 6, which is character- 
ized by a pair of crossed sticks in the large eye socket, the result- 
ing head will be that for 16 j that is, 10 + 6 (see Plate 30, «, where, 
to the head for 6, a fleshless lower jaw has been attached) . Or 
again, if this same fleshless lower jaw is applied to the lower part 
of the head for 9, which is characterized by a circle of dots on the 
lower cheek (Plate 30, a), the resulting head will be that for 195 
or 10 + 9} further, by applying the fleshless lower jaw to the 

* The head-variant for the number ii has not yet been surely identified. 
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heads for 4, 5, 7, and 8 (Plate 30, «), the heads for 14, 15, 17, 
and 18, respectively, are also obtained. 

It is not improbable that the 13 heads representing the 13 
numbers from i to 13 inclusive are those of the Oxlahuntiku or 
Thirteen Gods of the Upper World as opposed to tht Bolontiku 
or Nine Gods of the Lower World, and that each one of the for- 
mer was associated with one of these thirteen numbers, being its 
especial patron. 

MAYA VIGESIMAL SYSTEM OF MATHEMATICS 

In order to write the numbers above the first order of units, 
(those above 19), the ancient Maya made use of their positional 
system of numeration. In our own decimal system, the positions 
to the left of the decimal point increase by tens front right to left 
— ^units, tens, hundreds, thousands, etc. In the Maya positional 
system, however, the values of the positions increase by twenties 
from bottom to to'p, with the single exception of the third, position 
which., in counting time alone, is only 18 instead of 20 times the 
second, an irregularity already mentioned. 

To illustrate this, let us see how the Maya would have written 
various numbers of days above 20, selected at random. Take for 
example, the number 20 itself. This is i complete unit of the sec- 
ond order and no units of the first order, and thus involves two 
symbols, a symbol for zero in the first or lowest position to show 
that no units of the first order are involved in the number, and 
one unit of the second order. 

One of the commonest symbols for zero in the Maya hiero- 
glyphic writing was the conventionalized shell (the lower or first 
symbol in Fig. 24, <*), and by placing a shell <s> in the first or 
lowest position to denote o units of the first order and a dot • 
in the second position to denote i unit of the second order, the 
number 20 was written (Fig. 24, a). 

The number 37 was written as shown in Figure 24, b, that is, 
17 units of the first order and i unit of the second order j the 
number 300 as shown in Figure 24, c, that is, o units of the firet 
order and 15 units of the second order. The number 360, the 


third order of units, was written as shown in Figure 24, d, that is, 
O units of the first order, o units of the second order, and i unit 
of the third order of days. . 
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Fig. 24, — -Examples of Maya numbers above XIX in bar-and-dot notation: {a) 
20; {b) 37; {c) 300; (^) 360; («) 7,113; (/) 7,202; {g) 100,932; {h) 
169,200. 

The number^7,i 13 was written as shown in Figure 24, <?, that 
is, 13 units of the first order, 13 units of the second order, and 19 
units of the third order. The number 7,202, involving four orders 
of time units, is shown in Figure 24, /, or 2 units of the first order, 
o units of the second order, o units of the third order, and i unit 
of the fourth order. The number 100,932 is shown in Figure 
24, g, or 12 units of the first order, 6 units of the second order, 
o units of the third order, and 14 units of the fourth order. 
Finally the number 169,200, involving five orders of time units, 
is shown in Figure 24, h, or o units of the first order, o units of 
the second order, 10 units of the third order, 3 units of the fourth 
order, and i unit of the fifth order. 


MAYA CHRONOLOGY 

STARTING POINT OF THE SYSTEM 

In addition to this masterpiece of mathematical achievement, 
the ancient Maya seem to have been the first people anywhere in 
the world to have perceived the necessity for having a fixed base, 
or starting point, some definite event, either real or imaginary, 
from which to count their chronological era. 

The ancient Egyptians dated their monuments and temples 
from the years of the reigns of the Pharaohs who erected them — 
“In the third year of the reign of the Son of the Sun, Thutmose”; 
“In the fifth year of the reign of the Son of the Sun, Rameses,” 
etc. But this method of dating was relatively crude and inaccu- 
rate. If no monument or temple happened to have been erected 
during the closing years of any particular reign, these closing 
years dropped from the total of the record, and this error was 
always cumulative, never compensative, so that in the course of 
the several thousand years of the Pharaonic Period, this one source 
of error alone amounted to several centuries. 

Even until fairly recent times the custom of dating from the 
years of the reigns of successive sovereigns was a general practice 
throughout Europe. 

Most peoples, however, sooner or later have realized the 
necessity of having a fixed starting point from which all their 
chronological records could be counted j but the indications are 
that the ancient Maya were the first of all peoples to reach this 
important and, chronologically speaking, basic concept. 

The specific events, selected by diflFerent peoples of the world 
at different times for the starting points of their respective chro- 
nologies, may be classified into two general groups: (i) those 
starting from specific historical events, and (2) those starting 
from obviously hypothetical, that is to say assumed, events. 

The most familiar chronology of the first group is our own 
Christian Era, the starting point of which is the birth of Christ, 
our years being reckoned as b.c. (Before Christ) or a.d. (Anno 
Domini — “In the Year of Our Lord”), according as they precede 
or follow this event. 



The Greeks reckoned time by four-year periods called Olym- 
piads from the earliest Olympic Festival of which the winner’s 
name was known, namely, from the games held in 776 b.c., the 
winner of which was a certain Coroebus. The Romans took as 
their starting point the supposed foundation of Rome by Romulus 
and Remus in 753 b.c., counting their years from this event. 

The Babylonian chronological epoch was called the “Era of 
Nabonassar,” and dated from the beginning of that king’s reign 
in 747 B.c. The death of Alexander the Great in 325 b.c. ushered 
in the “Era of Alexander.” With the occupation of Babylon in 
31 1 B.c. by Seleucus Nicator began the so-called “Era of the 
Seleucidae.” The conquest of Spain by Augustus Caesar in 38 b.c. 
marked the beginning of a chronology which endured for more 
than fourteen centuries in the Iberian Peninsula. The Moham- 
medans selected as the starting point of their chronology the 
Flight of the Prophet Mohammed from Mecca in a.d. 622, events 
being described in Mohammedan chronology as having occurred 
so many years after the Hegira or Flight. Indeed, this last chro- 
nology has persisted in Turkey down to within the past two dec- 
ades, having finally been abolished by Kemal Pasha. 

It will be noted that every one of the foregoing chronological 
systems has for its starting point some actual historical event, the 
occurrence, if not the date, of which is indubitable. There are, 
however, other chronologies, those belonging to the second group 
mentioned above, that begin with an event the very nature of 
which renders the date of its starting point necessarily hypotheti- 
cal. Here should be included those chronologies which reckon 
time from a supposititious date of the creation of the world. 

For example, the “Era of Constantinople,” the chronological 
system used in the Greek Church, commences with the Creation, 
which is reckoned as having taken place in 5509 b.c. The Jews 
consider the same event as having taken place in 3761 b.c. and 
begin their era at that time. Perhaps the most familiar example of 
a chronology belonging to this second group is that of the old 
family Bible, which fixes the creation of man, that is the birth of 
Adam, as having occurred in 4004 b.c. Archbishop Usher is re- 



sponsible for this chronology, having naively fixed the date of 
Adam’s birth by adding the years of the generations beginning 
with Adam and ending with Joseph, the father of Christ as given 
in the Bible (the Book of Genesis and the Gospel according to 
St. Matthew), reaching a total of 4,004 years. 

While we do not know the nature of the event with which the 
ancient Maya began their chronology, it is practically certain that 
it was hypothetical rather than historical. 

This is true because the zero date of the Maya chronologiGal 
era, “4 Ahau 8 Cumhu,” precedes their earliest contemporary 
records — ^the Leyden Plate and Stela 9 at Uaxactun (chapter iii, 
p. 43) by 3,433 years and 3,440 years respectively. In other words 
for more than 3,400 years after the beginning of their time count 
— ^that is, during the first 8 baktuns and nearly through the ninth 
haktun — there is not a single contemporary datej of the Maya 
Era the first record occurs in 8.14.3.1.12. This can mean only one 
thing, namely, that the starting point of Maya chronology was se- 
lected as such a very long time (probably nearly 3,000 years) after 
it was actually current time} and further, that this long blank 
period, devoid of contemporaneous records of any kind, probably 
is to be interpreted simply as a priestly approximation of past time 
as a whole, rather than regarded as a chronological era that had 
been in use for more than three thousand years before its first 
records appear. 

It was suggested on page 47 that the actual inauguration of 
the Maya calendar probably took place in y.o.o.O.Oj or 7.6.0.0.0 
of the Maya Era — either 2,760 or 2,878 years after its zero date. 
In view of this fact and in view of the absence of all contem- 
porary records dating from the first three thousand four hundred 
years of the Maya Era, we are forced to conclude that the astrono- 
mer-priests who devised Maya chronology selected for its start- 
ing point a date 7 baktuns (2,760 years) earlier than the date of 
its actual inauguration. Therefore it seems much more likely that 
Maya chronology began with some hypothetical event, rather 
than with an actual historical occurrence. Possibly it may have 
commenced with a supposititious event like the creation of the 



world, from which the chronologies used in the Greek and Jewish 
Churches, as well as in the old family Bible, are reckoned. Per- 
haps it may even have been counted from the supposed date of 
the birth of their gods, in which indefinite and remote past we 
must leave this question as yet undetermined. 

THE INITIAL SERIES, OR LONG COUNT 

The Initial Series method of dating was first so named by 
A. P. Maudslay, the English archaeologist and explorer. When 
it occurs, this time count is usually found at the beginning of the 
inscription j hence the name “Initial Series,” which Maudslay 
gave to it. 

Ernst Forstemann, the German archaeologist, first worked 
out the details of the Initial Series count as they are presented in 
the codices, in 1887. J. T. Goodman, the American archaeologist, 
though better known as the man who gave Mark Twain his first 
literary job as cub reporter on the Virginia City Enterfrise of Vir- 
ginia City, Nevada, first deciphered this time count in the inscrip- 
tions on the monuments in 1890, basing his work on Maudslay’s 
magnificent reproductions of Maya sculptures. Goodman’s dis- 
coveries, made quite without knowledge of Forstemann’s slightly 
earlier investigations, are in perfect agreement with the latter’s 
findings and prove beyond all possibility of doubt that the ancient 
Maya Initial Series time count is now as clearly understood as our 
own Gregorian calendar. 

A brief description of a typical Initial Series follows: At the 
beginning stands a large glyph, usually four times as large as the 
other glyphs in the inscription, which has been called the intro- 
ducing-glyph because it “introduces” the Initial Series time count 
(Fig. 25). The only part of this large initial glyph which varies 
in the different inscriptions (except for minor differences in style) 
is the central element, of which there are nineteen different 
forms, one for each of the nineteen divisions or months of the 
Maya calendar year, already described (Fig. 13, p. 234). These 
variable central elements, in all probability, as suggested in the pre- 
ceding chapter, are the name-glyphs of the deities who presided 



Initial Series Introducmg-Glyph 


Grotesque head In center is the only variable element 
of this sign. This is the name-glyph of the deity who 
is patron of the month (here Cumhu) in which the 
Initial Series terminal date falls 


9 haktuns 
( 9 X t44>ooo days 
= 1,296,000 days) 

17 katuns 
(17 X 7,200 days 
= 122,400 days) 

0 tuns 

(o X 360 days 
= 0 days) 

0 uinals 
(0 X 20 days 
= 0 days) 

0 kins 
(0 X I day 
r= 0 days) 

13 Ahau (day reached by 
counting forward above 
total of d.iys from start- 
ing point of Maya Era) 

Glyph G9 

Name-glyph of the deity 
who is patron of the Ninth 
Day in the nine-day series 
(The Nine Cods of the 
the Lower World) 

Glyph F 

Meaning unknown 

Glyphs E and D 
Glyphs denoting the moon 
age of the Initial Series 
terminal date, here “new 
moon” 

Glyph C 

Glyph denoting position 
of current lunar month in 
lunar half-year period, 
here the 2d position 

Glyph X3 

Meaning unknown 

Glyph B 

Meaning unknown 

Glyph A9 

Current lunar month, here 
29 days in length. Last 
glyph of the Supplementary 
Series. 

x8 Cumhu (month reached 
by counting forward above 
total of days from starting 
point of Maya Era). Last 
glyph of the Initial Series. 


Fig. 25. — Examples of an Initial and a Supplementary Series: east side of Stela E, 
Quirigua, Department of Izabai, Guatemala, 


over the nineteen divisions or months of the year. The form re- 
corded in any given introducing-glyph is probably that of the 
name-glyph of the specific deity who was patron of the month in 
which the corresponding Initial Series terminal date fell, here the 
god of the month, Cumhu (Fig, 13). 

Maya inscriptions are to be read from left to right and top to 
bottom in pairs of columns so that the two columns of smaller 
glyphs immediately below the large introducing-glyph in Figure 
25 are to be read from left to right and top to bottom. 

The first five glyphs in these two columns, following this order 
of reading, are the number of baktuns, katuns, tuns, uinals, and 
kins involved in writing this particular date, that is, the periods 
of 144,000, 7,200, 360, 20, and i days, respectively, that have 
elapsed from the starting point of Maya chronology — the date 
4 Ahau 8 Cumhu, described above but not actually recorded— 
down tQ the date reached by this particular Initial Series number. 

Although the unit of the Maya Initial Series is the day, while 
that of our own Christian chronology is the year, the two systems 
are not unlike in their respective methods of record. For example, 
when we write the date Monday, December 31, a.d. 1945, we 
mean that i period of one thousand years, 9 periods of one hun- 
dred years, 4 periods of ten years and 5 periods of one year have 
elapsed since the birth of Christ, the starting point of our own 
chronology, called “Anno Domini,” (abbreviated to a.d.) mean- 
ing “In the Year of Our Lord,” to reach a day Monday, which 
was the 31st day of the month of December. 

Similarly, when the ancient Maya wrote the Initial Series 
9.17.0.0.0 13 Ahau 18 Cumhu, shown in Figure 25, they meant 
that 9 periods of 144,000 days (9 baktuns), 17 periods of 7,200 
days (17 katuns), O periods of 360 days (0 tuns), o periods of 
20 days (o uinals) and o periods of i day (o kins) had elapsed 
since the starting point of their chronology, 4 Ahau 8 Cumhu 
(unexpressed, but assumed), until the day “13 Ahau” which 
occupied the month-position “i8 Cumhu,” was reached. 

The day of this terminal date — ^here “13 Ahau” — is usually 
found (nine out of ten times) in the sixth position after the in- 



troducing-glyph, or immediately following the fifth and last time 
period (the kins) of the Initial Series number (Fig. 25). 

In almost all cases, the glyph immediately following the day 
of the Initial Series terminal date, the one in the seventh position 
after the large introducing-glyph (Fig. 25), is called Glyph G, 
and has already been described in the preceding chapter. It has 
nine forms, one corresponding to each of the Bolontiku^ox “Nine 
Gods of the Lower World,” referring in each inscription to that 
particular one of these nine gods who was the patron of the specific 
day of the Maya Chronological Era, reached by the accompany- 
ing Initial Series number. In the Initial Series here described, the 
day-patron was the sun-god, patron of the Ninth Day (Fig. 25). 
See also Figure 12 (p. 232). And following this last gl3T)h is 
another of unknown meaning. Glyph F, the last sign of the Initial 
Series, except for the corresponding month part which follows 
immediately after the last glyph of the Supplementary Seizes. 


THE SUPPLEMENTARY SERIES, OR MOON COUNT 

Between Glyph F and the corresponding month part (the posi- 
tion of the day in the calendar year), here “18 Cumhu,” of the 
Initial Series, there usually stands a group of six glyphs which 
have been called the Supplementary Series, since they supplement 
the meaning of the Initial Series. They give information (i) 
about the moon on the date recorded by the accompanying Initial 
Series, that is the age of the moon, probably counted from new 
moonj (2) the length of the particular lunar month in which the 
Initial Series date fell, that is, whether it was composed of 29 or 
30 days, here 29 daysj (3) the number of the particular lunation 
in the lunar half-year period, here 25 and a few other as yet 
undetermined points. Finally, following the last glyph of the 
Supplementary Series is the month-glyph of the Initial Series 
terminal date, in the text illustrated here, “18 Cumhu” (Fig. 25). 

And thus by means of their simple, yet highly efficient, 
vigesimal numerical system, as expressed in their amazingly ac- 
curate Initial Series or Long Count, the ancient Maya were able 
to fix any given date in their chronology with such a high degree 



of precision that it could not recur, fulfilling all the prescribed 
conditions, until after a lapse of 374,440 years- — a truly colossal 
achievement for any chronological system, whether ancient or 
modern. 

THE SECONDARY SERIES, OR CALENDAR-CORRECTION 
FORMULAE 

A third count in the Maya inscriptions is the so-called Second- 
ary Series, which would seem to have been in the nature of cal- 
endar-correction formulae, somewhat like our own bissextile, or 
leap-year corrections. The ancient Maya, as already noted, had 
a calendar year composed of only 365 days, and it is evident that 
from the very beginning of its use their calendar year soon began 
to gain upon the true tropical yearj the seasons and various sta- 
tions of the agricultural year rapidly fell behind their correspond- 
ing positions as indicated by the Maya calendar. Further, since 
the ancient Maya had no elastic month like our own month of 
I’ebruary, which usually has 28 days, though every fourth year 
(generally speaking) it has an extra day added to it so as to take 
care of the accumulated error of nearly one day in four years, 
some other method had to be devised for keeping the calendar 
year of 365 days from nmning ahead, of the true year of nearly 
36 sH days. In order to effect this correction in their calendar, 
the Maya seem to have devised the Secondary Series. 

To express any single day in the Maya Chronological Era 
by means of the Initial Series method of dating, ten different 
glyphs were necessary, as we have just seen. Although this 
method of dating was of almost unbelievable accuracy, it was, 
nevertheless, quite cumbersome, requiring no fewer than ten dif- 
ferent signs to express a single day. Moreover, its repetition for 
every additional date in an inscription was superfluous, since, if 
in any inscription one date was fixed in their chronological era by 
means of the record of its corresponding Initial Series, other dates 
could be calculated therefrom by either addition or subtraction. 
Such secondary dates, derived from the Initial Series date either 
by subtraction therefrom if earlier than the Initial Series date. 


• • 
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or by addition thereto if later, have been called Secondary Series, 
because they are secondary to the Initial Series. 

The Secondary Series as calendar-correction formulae seem 
to have worked somewhat as follows. Let us take, for example, 
the date 9.16.0.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Tzec of the Maya Era (751, May 
9). Counting from July 16 (July 26 Gregorian) — ^that is, from 
the Maya New Year’s Day, o Pop — the month-position 13 Tzec 
above actually fell on October 27 (Gregorian) in 751, or nearly 
six months after the Maya calendar said it would fall — 171 days 
later to be exact. The priests knew this perfectly well, and in 
order to correct this error devised the following calendar-correc- 
tion formula — 8 uinals and 1 1 kins, which was the Maya way of 
expressing 17 1 days, or 8 periods of 20 days, or 160 days + ii 
periods of i day, or ii days. This period (8.11) was then 
counted forward from 9.16.0.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Tzec to reach a new 
date 9.16.0.8.11 4 Chuen 4 Kankin (751, October 27), which 
was the position 13 Tzec originally occupied in the tropical year 
but which calendar gains by 9.16.0.0.0 actually had brought 
around 171 days earlier, so that, by this particular katun-ending 
of Maya chronology, the position in the year originally repre- 
sented by 13 Tzec, or October 27, now fell on May 9, or on the 
month-position 7 Muan of the Maya year. It is certain that the 
common people knew nothing about, indeed could not have under- 
stood, these abstract priestly calculations 5 what the priests told 
them was something much more simple, perhaps like this, “Our 
calendar says that on the katim-ending 9.16.O.O.O 2 Ahau 13 Tzec 
of our era, the rainy season should be almost over (15 Tzec = 
October 27), but in reality the rains are just beginning (May 9), 
therefore, before we can celebrate the festival appropriate to 13 
Tzec, or to the end of the rains on October 27, we must let 171 
days more go by from May 9 until 9.16.0.8.11 4 Chuen 4 Kankin 
(751, October 27), when the end of the rains will have returned 
again (October 27). This we must do in order to have the festival 
which our gods originally fixed for 13 Tzec still fall at the end 
of the rainy season, as it originally did.” 

Thus the Secondary Series were used as calendar-correction 



formulae for bringing the calendar year of 365 days into harmony 
with the tropical year of very nearly 365 days (365.24 pretty 
closely expresses the fractional day), which is the identical pur- ^ 9 ^ 
pose of our own bissextile correction. 

THE U KAHLAY KATUNOB, OR SHORT COUNT 

As early as the beginning of the Great Period of the Old 
Empire (731) the extremely accurate Initial Series dating was 
beginning to pass out of current use, being replaced by a more 
abbreviated system, which modern students have called “Period- 
Ending dating.” In this method of dating only some specific 
time-period and the date upon which it ended are stated, as for 
example in the Initial Series 9.16.0.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Tzec just men- 
tioned, this long record requiring ten glyphs to express it is 
reduced to only three glyphs: (1) Katun 16 ending on (Fig. 

26, a)', (2) the day 2 Ahau (Fig. 26, ^)} and (3) the month- 
position 13 Tzec (Fig. 26, c). While not so accurate as an Initial 
Series, which, as we have seen, was exact to a day within a period 
of 374,400 years, nevertheless a period-ending date, giving the 
katun number (16 in the example above) and both the day and 
month-position of the terminal date (2 Ahau 13 Tzec here), 
was exact to a day within a period of nearly 19,000 years. 



Fig. 26, — ^Period-ending date: Katun 1 6 ending on 2 Ahau 13 Tzec, corre- 
sponding to the Initial Series 9.16.0.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Tzec. (a) end of Katun 16; 
(^) 2 Ahau 5 (^) 13 Tzec. 

However, by late New Empire times, the Maya chronological 
system suffered even further abbreviation, and this time so sharply 
that accuracy within a period of only 256 years could be achieved. 
This new system, also based on the old Long Count, was called in 
New Empiro times the « kahlay katunoby or “Count of the 
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Katuns,” what Maya students have called the “Short Count,” in 
contradistinction to the Initial Series, or “Long Count.” 

Going back to our previous example, the Initial Series, 
9.16.0.0.0 2 Ahau 13 Tzec, which coincides with an even katun- 
ending of the Long Count, the day upon which this particular 
katun ended was “2 Ahau,” and, in the u kahlay katunob method 
of dating, everything else was eliminated except this ending-dayy 
that is to say all the specific time periods, the 9 baktuns, the 16 
katuns, the o tuns, the o uinals, and the 0 kins, and the month-part 
of the terminal date, or 1 3 Tzec, were suppressed. This particular 
katun was known simply as Katun 2 Ahau, that is simply as a 
katun which ended on a day 2 Ahau. 

This method of dating had the merit of requiring only one 
glyph to express it — any given day Ahau flus the understanding 
that this day ended some katun of the Long Count. To be sure, 
such abbreviated katun-ending dates were accurate only to within 
a period of 256J4 years, which is to say that any given katun- 
ending, as for example Katun 2 Ahau, recurred at intervals of 
every 256^ years. Thus if a Katun 2 Ahau ended in 751, an- 
other Katun 2 Ahau would end in 1007, another in 1263, etc. 
This is true because there were only thirteen differently named 
katuns in this method of dating, that is, the thirteen different days 
Ahau — I Ahau, 2 Ahau, 3 Ahau, etc. — and since each katun was 
19.71 years long, a katun of any given name, as for example, 2 
Ahau, could return after a lapse of 13 katuns or 13 X 19. 71 years 
=25634 years. 

It should be pointed out that the katuns of the u kahlay 
katunob were named after their last days in each case, and that 
their successive last days did not follow each other in an ordinary 
ascending numerical sequence, as for example: Katun i Ahau, 
Katun 2 Ahau, Katun 3 Ahau, etc., but in an entirely different 
order in which the number of the day Ahau with which each suc- 
cessive katun ended and after which it was named was two less than 
that of the last day of the preceding katun, yiz., Katun 13 Ahau, 
Katun 1 1 Ahau, Katun 9 Ahau, Katun 7 Ahau, etc. (See column, 
“The Short Count,” in Table V, facing p. 79.) This round of the 



thirteen differently named katuns was represented graphically by 
the ancient Maya as a wheel, the periphery of which was divided 
into thirteen divisions, one for each of the 13 differently numbered 
or differently named katuns. 

Bishop Landa not only describes but also illustrates one of 
these katun-wheels (see Fig. 27): 

Not only did the Indians have a count for the year and months, as has 
been said and previously set out, but they also had a certain method of 
counting time and their affairs by their ages, which they counted by twenty- 
year periods, counting thirteen twenties, with one of the twenty signs of 



Fig* 27. — ^Katun-wiieel. After Bishop Landa. 


their months, which they call Ahau, not in order, but going backward as 
appeal^ in the following circular design. In their language they call these 
[periods] katuns, with these they make a calculation of their ages that is 
marvelous; thus it was easy for the old man of whom I spoke in the first 
chapter [of Landaus original manuscript] to recall events that had taken 
place three hundred years before. Had I not known of these calculations, 
I should not have believed it possible to recall thus after such a period. 





The direction of movement in the wheel illustrated by Landa 
(Fig. 27) is from right to left, counterclockwise, in order that the 
katuns shall pass the cross at the top, above the section marked 
Buluc Ahau (ii Ahau), in the proper sequence— the days Ahau 
decreasing by two each as already noted, namely, Katun Buluc 
Ahau (ii AJhau), Katun Bolon Ahau (9 Ahau), Katun Uuc Ahau 
(7 Ahau), Katun Ho Ahau (5 Ahau), etc. The words in the 
center of Landa’s wheel read • 

They call this count in their language ua-zlazon katam [more properly 
uazaklom which means the round or return of the epochs [katuns]. 

The specific katun from which this round of the katuns was 
originally counted seems to have been a Katun 8 Ahau, perhaps 
because the Golden Age of the Maya, Baktun 9, was counted from 
a katun which ended on the day 8 Ahau, viz. 9.0.0.0.0 8 Ahau 
13 Ceh. In any event the doubling over, or repetition, of the 
sequence began again after each Katun 8 Ahau had completed 
itself, and these Katuns 8 Ahau were therefore called the uudz 
katunob, or the katuns which are doubled back. By referring to 
Table V (facing p. 80) it will be seen that the katun with which 
Baktun 9 closed — 9.0.0.0.0 8 Ahau 13 Ceh (435) — ended with 
the day 8 Ahau, and it will be shown further in the last chapter 
of this book what a fateful influence these Katuns 8 Ahau, the 
uudz katunob, exerted upon the course of Maya history. 

Each one of the thirteen katuns of the u kahlay katunob had 
its own patron deity (see p. 241), its own prophecies peculiar to 
it, which are set forth at considerable length in the Books of 
Chilam Balam, and its own special ceremonies. A series of eleven 
katuns, part of an u kahlay katunob ^ are presented on pages i-i i 
inclusive of the Codex Peresianus, beginning with a Katun 4 
Ahau (perhaps 1224-1244) on page i and closing with a Katun 
10 Ahau (perhaps 1421-1441) on page ii; one of the inter- 
mediate katuns, a Katun 7 Ahau (perhaps 1323-1342) on page 6 
of this Codex, has been reproduced in part in Figure 16 on page 
242 of this book. 

The u kahlay katunob, or Short Count, was, in eflFect, a his- 



torical synopsis presented in a succession of katuns or twenty-year 
periods (more exactly 19.71 years), and so long as the sequences 
remained unbroken, that is with no gaps or repetitions, it was 
accurate enough for all ordinary purposes, and, at the time of the 
Spanish Conquest, this record — ^the « hahlay stretched 

back through sixty-two katuns, to the beginning of Baktun 9 
(435)) ^ niatter of eleven centuries. 



THE THREE KNOWN MAYA HIEROGLYPHIC MANUSCRIPTS 

Only three original pre-Columbian Maya codices or hiero- 
glyphic manuscripts have survived the early fanaticism of the 
Spanish priesthood and the inevitable vicissitudes of time and 
weather. In central Mexico, including all the native manuscripts 
known, both pre-Conquest and those of native origin dating from 
the last three-quarters of the sixteenth century, upwards of four 
hundred have come down to us, perhaps as many as fifty being of 
pre-Columbian origin. But of the Maya native books which 
treated of history, chronology, astronomy, the different aspects 
of religion— ritual, divination, prophecy, and medicine, a treasure- 
house of Maya literature that would have cleared up many a 
mystery, particularly in the field of history, had they survived 
— only three have coipe down to us: the Codex Dresdensis, the 
Codex Tro-Cortesianus, and the Codex Peresianus. 

Landa in speaking of the Maya codices says: 

These people also made use of certain characters or letters, with which 
they wrote in their books their ancient affairs and their sciences, and with 
these and drawings and with certain signs in these drawings, they under- 
stood their affairs and made others understand them and taught them. We 
found a great number of books in these characters, and, as they contained 
nothing in which there was not to be seen superstition and lies of the devil, 
we burned them all, which they regretted to an amazing degree and caused 
them affliction. 

The Maya codices were made of the bark of a tree called 
in Maya cofo {Ficus co#o»r/o^#«), pounded into a pulp and held 
together with some sort of a natural gum as a bonding substance. 
They were made in long strips and folded like a screen. The 
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Codices Tro-Cortesianus and Peresianus are almost exactly the 
same size, the individual leaves being about gji inches high and 
5 inches wide; the Codex Dresdensis is a little smaller, its leaves 
being about 8 inches high by 3^4 inches wide. A coating, or wash, 
of fine white lime was applied to both sides of this mangled-bark 
paper strip, which was folded like a screen, and on the smooth 
glossy finish thus obtained columns of glyphs and pictures of 
gods and ceremonies were painted in many colors: dark red, light 
red, blue, yellow, brown, green, and an intense, almost lustrous, 
black. The pages are divided into two, three, and sometimes four 
horizontal sections by red lines, and the order of reading was 
across the pages from left to right, always in the same horizontal 
section until the particular matter being treated, perhaps to be 
likened to a chapter, was finished. These so-called “chapters” 
sometimes extend across as many as eight or more consecutive 
pages or folds. The codices were bound between decorated 
boards to protect the rather fragile bark-paper, and when they 
were completely opened out they were quite long. The Codex 
Tro-Cortesianus, for example, is 23^4 feet long and has 56 
leaves, or 112 pages, not a single page being blank; the Codex 
Dresdensis is ri^ feet long and has 39 leaves, or 78 pages, 4 of 
the pages being blank; the Codex Peresianus, which is only a frag- 
ment in its present condition, is 4^ feet long and has 1 1 leaves 
or 22 pages, with none blank. 

Some of the Aztec, Mixtec, and Zapotec codices from central 
Mexico were made of deerskin, which was smoked in order to 
preserve it, and others even of cotton stuffs, but if these materials 
were ever used by the ancient Maya in making their hieroglyphic 
manuscripts no examples of them have come down to us, nor does 
Landa make any mention of them. 

Unfortunately not one of the three known Maya codices 
treats of history as such, though we have seen in the preceding 
section (p. 294) that one side of the Codex Peresianus probably 
deals with the patron gods and ceremonies corresponding to 
eleven consecutive katuns— -Katun 4 Ahau to Katun 10 Ahau 
inclusive, perhaps 1224-1441, A situation roughly comparable 



to that confronting us in regard to the three surviving Maya 
codices would be the following. If we could imagine that there 
existed only one hundred books in all the United States, each 
devoted to a single subject, such as history, astronomy, geology, 
botany, zoology, medicine, mathematics, physics, economics, reli- 
gion, ritual, horoscopy, literature, and so on, and further, if all 
these books were destroyed by fire, three only being saved — the 
treatise on astronomy, the manual on ritual, and the textbook on 
horoscopy — ^all the others being destroyed, including the only 
book on history in the entire collection, we would have a situation 
analogous to what has survived of ancient Maya literature in 
the three known Maya codices. The Codex Dresdensis, although 
it includes many horoscopes and some ritualistic material, is es- 
sentially a treatise on astronomy. The Codex Tro-Cortesianus, 
although it includes some ritualistic matter, is primarily a text- 
book of horoscopes to assist the priests in making their divinations. 
The fragmentary Codex Peresianus, while it gives some horo- 
scopes, is basically ritualistic, one side being completely given 
over to a katun sequence and its corresponding patron deities and 
ceremonies. But of history as we know it not a single event is 
described, although the Spanish and native writers of the sixteenth 
century all are in unanimous agreement that the Maya recorded 
their history in their hieroglyphic manuscripts, but most unfor- 
tunately not one of the three surviving codices is of a historical 
nature. 

Not one of thjese three codices, it should be noted, moreover, 
was found in the New World, that is to say, under archaeological 
conditions in the Maya area. Indeed the climate of the Yucatan 
Peninsula is so moist, the rainfall so excessive, mildew so destruc- 
tive, that it is highly doubtful whether a codex could have sur- 
vived even if it had been buried in a tomb or a temple. 

The Codex Dresdensis was found in Vienna, Austria, in 1739; 
it was given to the Librarian of the then Royal Library at Dres- 
den, who was passing through Vienna en route to Rome on a 
collecting trip; its earlier history is unknown. Since this manu- 
script was obtained in Vienna, and since Austria and Spain had a 
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common sovereign at the time of the Spanish Conquest of Yucatan 2 mm 
in 1527-1546, the Emperor Charles V, it is highly possible that 
some Spanish priest or soldier, perhaps even Montejo himself, ^99 
sent this codex back to Spain. The sender may have acquired the 
codex, considered it a good souvenir of the new land, and sent it 
home— something like our own custom of sending back souvenir 
postcards to relatives and friends during a visit to foreign coun- 
tries. From Spain it possibly followed the Emperor to Austria, 
where Charles V spent so much of his time and where so much 
of the Moctezuma treasure and contemporary copies of the letters 
from Cortes to Charles V have been discovered. The Codex 
Dresdensis is now in the State Library at Dresden, Germany. A 
sample page, showing the destruction of the world by water, has 
been shown in Figure 9 (see chapter xi, p. 215). 

The Codex Tro-Cortesianus, divided into two unequal sec- 
tions, was discovered during the sixties of the last century in 
Spain. Although each section was found in a different place, 
students have been able to prove that both pieces are parts of the 
same manuscript. The larger section was owned by a Senor Juan 
de Tro y Ortolano, of Madrid; the smaller section belonged to a 
Senor Jose Ignacio Miro, who acquired it in Extremadura, and 
called it the Codex Cortesianus, believing that it had been brought 
there by Cortes. Since Francisco de Montejo, the conqueror of 
Yucatan, as well as many of his men, came from Extremadura, 
it is much more likely that Montejo himself or one of his soldiers 
brought the whole codex — the two sections being in one piece 
at that time — from Yucatan to his home in the Province of Ex- 
tremadura. Both sections rejoined and called the Codex Tro- 
Cortesianus are now in the Museum of Archaeology and History 
at Madrid; page 45 from this manuscript showing the snaring of 
a deer is given in Figure 28. 

The Codex Peresianus was found in the Bibliotheque Nation- 
ale at Paris in i860 in a basket of old papers in a chimney corner, 
black with dust, its very existence apparently forgotten. It was 
wrapped in a piece of torn paper with the word “Perez” written 
on the wrapping, and because of this it was named the Codex 



Peresianus. This manuscript is only a small part of the original 
codex, and moreover is in much worse condition than either of 
3®® the other two; the plaster coating around the margins of the pages 
has all fallen off, taking with it the pictures and glyphs except 





those painted in the middle parts of the pages (Fig. 29). The 
Godex Peresianus still remains where it was found, in the Biblio- 
theque Nationale at Paris. 3 ®^ 

It has been pointed out in a preceding section (p. 272) that 
the Maya year-bearers — those days on which the Maya New 
Years could begin — ^were, during the Old Empire, days in which 
the names Ik, Manik, Eb, and Caban appeared, but that by the 
time of the Spanish Conquest more than twelve centuries later 
two shifts forward had taken place in the year-bearers: first a 
shift forward of one day to the set of four days named Akbal, 
Lamat, Ben, and Eznabj and, still later, a second shift forward 
in the year-bearers, again of one day to the set of four days named 
Kan, Muluc, Ix, and Cauac, the last four being the year-bearers 
which were in use during the early decades of the sixteenth century 
at the time of the Spanish Conquest. 

The year-bearers in the Codex Dresdensis are Ik, Manik, Eb, 
and Caban, following the usage of the Old Empire monuments. 
There are no sure months-signs in the Codex Tro-Cortesianus, so 
this manuscript presents no evidence bearing upon the point, but 
the Codex Peresianus has the intermediate set of year-bearers 
Akbal, Lamat, Ben, and Eznab, midway between the Ik, Manik, 

Eb, and Caban series of the Old Empire and the Kan, Muluc, 

Ix, and Cauac series of the late New. Empire. This double shift 
forward in the year-bearers between the Old and late New Em- 
pire was doubtless due to the inexactness of the Maya calendric 
formulae and the necessity of making these adjustments so that 
the calendar and the tropical year should remain in harmony. 

THE BOOKS OF CHILAM BALAM 

One of the first concerns of the Spanish priesthood after the 
noise and tumult of the Conquest had quieted down was to teach 
the Maya Indians how to write their own language, using the 
letters of the Spanish script. This was done to facilitate the con- 
version of the natives to the Catholic religion and at the same time, 
to wean them away from their old pagan faith and all that per- 
tained to it. Surprisingly few letters, only two as a matter of fact, 



ZmmB had to be added to the letters of the Spanish alphabet in order 
to render accurately sounds present' in Maya that were wanting in 
Spanish. The Portuguese * was used to represent the jA sound 
is extremely common in that language, as for 
example— Uxmal, pronounced Ushmal and Yaxchilan, pro- 
nounced Yashchilan, and an inverted c (o) now written ^2 to 
render the sound dz or tz, also very common in Maya, as for 
example “Ah Dun,” now written “Ah Dzun,” 

While the natives were supposed to use this new writing ex- 
clusively for purposes of the new (Christian) religion, they man- 
aged to record in it a considerable amount of old pagan matters, 
such as prophecies, myths, prayers, chiefs’ questionnaires, rituals, 
astronomical data, incantations, songs, current events, such as hang- 
ings, the building of a hospital, an epidemic of smallpox, the ar- 
rival of a judge, and, most important of all, chronological synopses 
of their own ancient history — ^the « kahlay katunob previously 
mentioned. And so during the century following the Spanish 
Conquest a number of these native manuscripts, written on Eu- 
ropean paper in the Maya language but with the characters of the 
Spanish script, began to appear all over northern Yucatan. They 
have been called the “Books of Chilam Balam.” Chilan or Chilam 
was the name of a class of priests, who were soothsayers, prophets, 
and oracles, and Balanty which means “jaguar,” also signifies some- 
thing mysterious or hidden; the whole phrase may perhaps be 
freely translated “The book of the soothsayer of hidden things.” 

Originally there must have been many of these native manu- 
script notebooks, wherein all sorts of scraps of the ancient learning 
were set down by natives of the upper class who had survived the 
Conquest; unfortunately only a few of these books have come 
down to us. They were distinguished one from another by the ad- 
dition of the name of the town where each was written — ^The 
Book of Chilam Balam of Mani, composed at the village of Mani, 
The Book of Chilam Balam of Tizimin, written at the village of 
Tizimin, and so on. Fragments of some ten or twelve are known, 
though by far the most important are the Books of Chilam Balam 
of Mani, Tizimin, Chumayel, Kaua, Ixil, Tusik, and the Codex 



Perez, the last containing rescripts from several others, the origi- 
nals of which are now lost. 

Historically, the most significent sections of the Books of 
Chilam Balam are the u kahlay katunob, or native chronicles— 
summaries of the katuns, setting forth very briefly the leading 
events of Maya history. There are five of these native chronicles 
preserved in the Books of Chilam Balam — one in the Mani Manu- 
script, one in the Tizimin Manuscript, and three in the Chumayel 
Manuscript. Of these, the Mani, the Tizimin, and the first Ghu- 
mayel u kahlay katunoh give the most accurate summaries of New 
Empire history, for which, as a matter of fact, they are our princi- 
pal sources. Indeed, there is little doubt that the « kahlay katunob 
of the Books of Chilam Balam are literal translations of Maya his- 
torical codices, the originals of which are now lost or destroyed. 
A combined synopsis of the u kahlay katunob is giyen in Table V 
(facing p.8o). 

THE *^POPOL VUH” and THE ANNALS OF THE CAKCHIQUELS 

In the highlands of Guatemala, chiefly among the Quiche and 
Cakchiquel Maya, a similar body of native literature developed. 
It was written in the Quiche and Cakchiquel, rather than in the 
Maya language, using the letters of the Spanish script. 

It was found necessary, however, to add five special new char- 
acters to the Spanish alphabet in order to express correctly sounds 
present in Quiche but wanting in Spanish j and these were called 
‘‘the characters of Father de la Parra,” after the Franciscan friar 
who devised them in the middle sixteenth century. 

Although this method of writing the native language was 
originally developed in northern Yucatan to facilitate the con- 
version of the Indians to the Catholic faith, educated Quiche in 
the south quickly seized upon the de la Parra alphabet, using it to 
preserve fragments of their own ancient literature. 

The Popol Vuh, or “Book of the Quiche” is easily the most 
outstanding work of this nature in the southern Maya field. It 
preserves fragments of the cosmogony, religion, mythology, mi- 
gration traditions, and history of the Quiche, who were by far the 



powerful Maya people of the southern highlands. The 
""" elegance of the language and the literary style of the Popol Vuh, 
3*^4 the lofty philosophy it expresses, coupled with the rich and varied 
life it reveals, emphasizes the magnitude of the loss we have 
sufiFered in the almost complete annihilation of Quiche learning 
brought about through the Spanish Conquest. 

The Annals of the Cakchiquels, as its name signifies, treats 
more of the history of the Cakchiquel people and less of their 
cosmogony, mythology, and religion than the Popol Vuh. It 
covers a longer stretch of time than the Popol Vuh of the Quiche, 
and describes events both of the Spanish Conquest and the post- 
Conquest period. It treats fully of the genealogy of the Xahila, 
the ruling family of the Cakchiquel nation. 

There are several other native post-Conquest manuscripts of 
similar nature emanating from the Guatemala highlands, all of 
them written in the Quiche language. 

ASTRONOMICAL KNOWLEDGE 

THE SOLAR YEAR 

Eminent astronomical authorities have said that the ancient 
Maya possessed a more accurate knowledge of astronomy than did 
the ancient Egyptians down to the Ptolemaic Period of Egyptian 
History (325 b,c,-30 b.c,). For example, the so-called astro- 
nomical texts found on occasional coffin-lids of burials during the 
Eleventh Dynasty (2200-2000 b.c.) show far less knowledge 
of the movements of the sun and moon than that possessed by 
the Old Empire Maya. 

The Maya, we have seen, had a fixed calendar year, only 365 
days in length, with which to measure an astronomical phenom- 
enon — ^the exact time required for the earth to make one com- 
plete revolution around the sun- — ^which, according to modem sci- 
ence, requires 365.242a days to complete. The ancient Maya 
priests, however, fully realized the discrepancy between their 
calendar year and the tme tropical year and by means of the Sec- 
ondary Series, as already explained, took care of the accumulated 
error at any given time in their chronological era. Indeed the 



calendar-correction formulae worked out by the ancient Maya ImS 
astronomer-priests at Copan, back in the sixth or seventh century 
of the Christian Era, were slightly more accurate than our own 
Gregorian leap-year correction, which was not introduced until 
nearly a thousand years later, in 1582 by Pope Gregory XIII, as 


the following tabulation will show: 

Length of the year according to modern astronomy . . . .365.2422 days 

Length of our old, uncorrected Julian year .365.2500 days 

Length of our present, corrected, Gregorian year . . . ... 365.2425 days 


Length of the year according to ancient Maya astronomy 365.2420 days 

Pope Gregory’s correction is 3/10,000 of a day too long, while 
the ancient Maya correction was only 2/10,000 of a day too short. 


THE MOON 

The Maya had also made notable advances in measuring the 
exact length of a lunation, or one complete revolution of the moon 
around the earth. According to the perfected observation of mod- 
ern astronomers with instruments of precision, this period is com- 
posed of 29.53059+ days. How then, since Maya arthmetic had 
no fractions, did the ancient Maya priests measure such a complex 

and refractory fraction as 4. of a day? The result was ac- 

100,000 

complished much as we keep our own calendar year in harmony 
with the true year by our leap-year correction. First we have three 
years of 365 days each, followed by a fourth, or leap year, which 
last is 366 days in length. This method of leap-year interpolation 
is continued until an even century in our Christian Era is reached 
as for example 1900, which was not a leap year, the ride thus far 
being that even centuries are not leap years. This method of leap- 
year correction is continued until a century is reached that is di- 
visible by 4CX), as for example the years 1200, 1600, and 2000, 
all of which were or will be leap years, or years of 366 days in 
length. This method of interpolation is continued until a century 
is reached that is divisible by 8,cxx), as, for example the year 
8,cxx) or 16,000, when leap year will again be omitted. Our 
process is one of a slight o-i;<sTCorrection every four years, com- 




pensated for, by a slight ««im:orrection once every century, com- 
pensated for by another slight ©•yijrcorrection every four centur- 
ies, compensated for by another slight ««^<?rcorrection every 
eight thousand years; in short a series of over- and undercorrec- 
tions — checks and balances— which keep the calendar pretty close- 
ly in harmony with the natural phenomenon. 

So it was with the ancient Maya. At first, since they had no 
fractional days, perhaps they tried out a revolution of the moon 
as being composed of 30 days, since one lunation is nearer 30 than 
29 days, but soon they saw that the actual new moons were falling 
short of 30 days. Next, they allowed 29 days for a lunation, only 
to discover, even more quickly, that the moons were exceeding 

29 days in length. When this happened, some old astronomer- 
priest must have exclaimed, “I have it! It is neither one nor the 
other ; neither 29 days, nor 30 days that our mother, the moon 
goddess, needs to make her journey around us, but exactly between 
the, two; so let us first make a lunation of 29 days and the next of 

30 days, the next of 29 days, the next of 30 days, and so on indefi- 
nitely; in this way we will measure exactly the number of the 
days of her journey about us.” 

But even this correction failed them, though more slowly. 
Every two lunations of this kind gave them an average lunation 
of 29.5 days, whereas the exact figure is 29.53059+ days; or in 
other words, this kind of a lunar calendar was gaining on the actual 
phenomenon itself at the rate of ■^^^+ of a day every luna- 
tion, an error which reached one whole day in about 33H luna- 
tions, or one day in every 2% years. This must have discouraged 
the old astronomer-priests, and yet they saw they were on the 
right track. Finally, a lunar calendar that was amazingly accurate 
for a primitive people was developed by the age-old process of 
trial and error, by means of which all human experience is gained. 

On pages 51-58 of the Codex Dresdensis, 405 consecutive 
lunations (about 32% years) are presented, the lunations being 
arranged in 69 separate groups. These groups are usually com- 
posed of six lunations each, but occasionally they have only five. 



of the 6o six-lunation groups out of the total of 69 groups re- 
corded, each totals, sometimes 178 days and sometimes 177 days, 
depending upon whether an extra 30-day month has been inter- 
polated or not, giving 30 + 29 + 30 + 29 + 30 + 30 = 178 days, 
or 30 4 - 29 + 30 + 29 + 30 4 - 29 — 177 days. Each of the re- 
maining 9 five-lunation groups on the other hand, always totals 
148 days, or 30 4 - 29 4 - 30 4 - 29 4 - 30 = 148. These pages of the 
Codex Dresdensis are nothing more nor less than a solar eclipse 
table, since the closing days of every one of these 69 lunar groups 
are days upon which, under certain conditions, a solar eclipse 
would be visible somewhere on the earth. Furthermore, the extra 
30-day lunar months are so skillfully interpolated that nowhere 
throughout these 405 successive lunations — ^nearly a third of a 
century — does the discrepancy between the calendar measuring 
these successive new moons and the actual new moons themselves 
amount to as much as one day — surely a magnificent achievement 
for a primitive people working without instruments of precision. 

ASTRONOMICAL OBSERVATORIES 

It may well be asked at this point how then did the ancient 
Maya achieve such a high degree of astronomical accuracy, if they 
had no telescopes, no astrolabes, or other instruments upon which 
modern astronomers depend? The answer is simply this. If the 
lines of sight, that is, of observation, are sufficiendy long, accuracy 
to within less than a day’s error may be achieved in fixing the 
synodical revolution, or the apparent revolution, as opposed to 
the sidereal or true revolution, of many of the heavenly bodies. 
Maya temples are lofty. The five great pyramid-temples at Tikal, 
for example, vary from 70 to 150 feet in height, sufficiently high 
to obtain clear lines of sight from their summits over the top of the 
forest to distant points on the horizon. A pair of crossed sticks 
was set up inside a darkened chamber of the temple on top of the 
pyramid, and from this as a fixed point of observation, the place 
where the sun, moon, or the planet Venus for example, rose or set, 
was noted with reference to some natural feature on the horizon, 
such as a notch between two hills, or the top of a hill. When the 
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heavenly body under observation rose or set, as the case might be, 
behind this same point on the horizon a second time, it had made 
one complete synodical revolution. The Pueblo Indians of Ari- 
zona and New Mexico still mark the positions of sunrise and sun- 
set on the horizon, as observed from their villages, at the solstices 
when the sun is moving most slowly, saying that the sun “rests” 
for a few days in the “Sun houses” at these points, before begin- 
ning his journey back. 

Such an astronomical line of sight has already been mentioned 
at Gjpan for determining when the cleared cornfields should be 
burned (p. 144); and in the next chapter, astronomical observa- 
tories at other Maya cities will be described. Unfortunately, the 



Fig* 30.— Representations of astronomical obscnratories in the Mexican codices: 
(^) from the Codex Nuttallj (if) from the Codex Seldenj (^) from the Codex 
Bodleian. 


three known Maya codices have no representations of such obser- 
vatories, but pictures of them are occasionally found in the Mexi- 
can codices. In Figure 30, a, is shown such an observatory from the 
Codex Nuttall. In the doorway of a temple is a pair of crossed 
sticks, and, looking out of the doorway, through the crossed 
sticks, there is the head of a man. Again in Figure 30, from the 
Codex Selden, simply an eye in the notch made by a pair of crossed 
sticks in the temple doorway appears. In still a third Mexican 
codex, the Bodleian, the eye between two crossed sticks, a star des- 
cending into a notch, as well as two observers, are shown (Fig. 
30, c). With such simple instruments as these, the ancient Maya 
probably measured the movements of the heavenly bodies, pre- 
dicted eclipses and the heliacal risings and settings of the Morning 
and Evening Star. 



VENUS 


Venus was one of the most important stars observed by the 
ancient Maya astronomers. There seem to have been at least two 
names for it: Noh “the great star”; and xux ^ 4 :, “the wasp 
star.” Landa mentions Venus as the Morning Star but gives no 
specific name for it: “They used the Pleiades and Gemini as 
guides by night, so as to know the hour of the Morning Star.” 

Pages 24 and 46-50 of the Codex Dresdensis set forth a re- 
markable Venus calendar which was good, in the aggregate, for 
384 years. 

The planet Venus makes one synodical revolution — ^that is, it 
returns to the same position in the heavens as observed from the 
earth, according to modern astronomical observations made with 
instruments of precision — in almost exactly 583.920 days. The 
individual revolutions thus run in series of five — approximately 
580, 587, 583, 583, and 587 days each, but any consecutive five 
revolutions average very close to 583.920 days each. The Maya, 
dealing as they did only with whole numbers, called this period 
584 days, but they knew that this value was a little too high — ^in 
fact, that the actual average was less than 583.935 days. As just 
noted the true length of the average period is 583.920 days. 

Venus in her synodical revolution divides into four periods as 
follows: (i) after inferior conjunction she is Morning Star for 
about eight months, roughly 240 days; (2) she then disappears 
for three months during superior conjunction, roughly 90 days; 
(3) she reappears as Evening Star for another eight months, 
roughly 240 days; (4) she disappears again for 14 days during 
inferior conjunction; after which she reappears again as Morning 
Star, completing the cycle. The Maya astronomer-priests arbi- 
trarily assigned slightly difiFerent values to these four phases of 
Venus, although the total number of days in one synodical revo- 
lution always remained the same, 584 days. According to Maya 
astronomy, Venus was Morning Star for 236 days (4 days less 
than above) ; invisible during superior conjunction for 90 days 
(the same as above); Evening Star for 250 days (10 days more 
than above) ; and invisible during inferior conjunction for 8 days 



(6 days less than above) making a total of 584 days. It has been 
suggested that the lengths of these four Venus phases were arbi- 
3 ^® trarily fixed as given above so as to agree with completed luna- 
tions. If so, Venus was Morning Star for 8 moons j invisible after 
her phase as Morning Star for 3 moonsj she was Evening Star for 
8J^ moons, and invisible thereafter for only 8 days, or what was 
left of the 584 days after I 9 j 4 moons (576 days) had been sub- 
tracted therefrom. 

But ascribing 584 days to one synodical revolution of Venus 
was a little too long, we have seen, since the exact figure is only 
583.92 days. The ancient Maya priests were perfectly aware of 
this error of 8/100 of a day every 584 days and, further, knew 
how to correct it. One of their most important ceremonial periods 
was a purely artificial time unit composed of 5 synodical revolu- 
tions of Venus, or 5 X 584 = 2,920 days. They also had discov- 
ered that this period was exactly equal to 8 of their calendar years: 
8 X 365 = 2,920 days, a coincidence which was of the highest 
ceremonial significance to them. It exactly combined 8 of their 
365-day solar years with 5 of their 584-day Venus years and, 
moreover, supplied a convenient period for correcting the Venus 
calendar, which, as we have seen was falling behind the appar- 
ent Venus year at the rate of 8/1 00 of a day every synodical 
revolution of the planet or 2/5 of a day every 8 calendar years 
(5 X %oo = ^%oo = % of a day). 

As presented in the Codex Dresdensis, the Venus calendar is 
in reality three distinct calendars, each composed of 65 synodical 
revolutions of the planet, or each Venus calendar is equal to 104 
calendar yearsj no two of them, however, are either contemporan- 
eous or continuous} that is to say there is a gap between the first 
and second, and another gap between the second and third. The 
corrections were inserted at intervals, when the calendar Venus- 
year of 584 days overran the synodical Venus-year either by 4 
days or 8 da3re. Starting with the first of these three Venus calen- 
dars, at the end of the 57th Venus-solar period, 57 X 2,920 = 
166,440 days, the accumulated error had reached 8 days, and, by 
dropping hack 8 days from the date of the end of the 57th Venus- 



solar period of the first calendar, the %ero dateoi the second calen- 
dar is reached, and a shift was then made to the second calendar. 
Similarly at the end of the 6ist Venus-solar period of the second 3 ^* 
calendar, an error of 4 days had accumulated, and, dropping back 
these 4 days from this point in the second calendar, the zero date 
of the third calendar is reached, and so on. By use of this table 
the Venus-solar-period was kept in harmony with the actual ap-^^ ^ 
pearances and disappearances of that planet for a long time— 

3 84 years — ^before the accumulated error began to render the table 
no longer usable. 

OTHER STARS AND CONSTELLATIONS 

The Pleiades were called the Maya word for the rattles 
of a rattlesnake, perhaps because of the fancied resemblance of this 
constellation to the rattler’s tail rattles. Gemini was called ac^ 

“the tortoise,” because of some imaginary resemblance of that con- 
stellation to a tortoise. 

It has been suggested that the ancient Maya may have had 
their own zodiac, which was composed of thirteen, instead of 
twelve houses as is our ownj and further, that the Maya zodiac 
may be represented on pages 23 and 24 of the Codex Peresianus. 

If so, and it appears as not improbable, the first three signs, or 
houses of the Maya zodiac would seem to have been — ^Scorpion, 
Tortoise, and Rattle, or Rattlesnake, since these are the first three 
figures shown as hanging from a constellation band in the middle 
section of page 24 (Fig. 29, p. 300). 

The North Star was also of great importance. Its apparent 
immovability in the nightly skies, the orderly and majestic pro- 
cession of the other constellations around it, the Great Dipper on 
one side, Cassiopeia on the other, made it a beacon of unique in- 
tegrity and dependability among the many moving constellations 
and planets, the true friend and guide of the traveling merchant. 



Cin» AND ARiHITECTimE 


NATURE OF THE MAYA CITIES AND POPULATION 

SOME OBJECTION has been made to calling the ancient Maya 
ceremonial and governmental centers cities and towns, on the 
ground that they were not concentrations of populations in rela- 
tively limited areas like our modern urban centers; but Landa’s 
account of a New Empire settlement is so clear that there can be 
little doubt that he is describing a town, even in the modern sense 
of the word. Two important differences, however, must be ad- 
mitted: First, Maya centers of population were not so concen- 
trated, not so densely packed into congested blocks as are our 
modern cities and towns. On the contrary, they were scattered over 
extensive, more lightly inhabited suburbs, fringing out into con- 
tinuous small farms — a suburban, as contrasted to a closely con- 
centrated, urban type of occupation. Second, the assemblages of 
public buildings, temples, sanctuaries, palaces, pyramids, monas- 
teries, ball courts, observatories, dance platforms, etc., were not 
usually disposed along streets and avenues as in our own modern 
cities and towns; instead the buildings were erected around the 
sides of courts and plazas which were the religious precincts, gov- 
ernmental and trading sections of the city (Plates 33, 34, 39, 
and 49). 

Says Landa in describing an ancient Maya town; 

Before the Spaniards had conquered that country [Yucatan] the natives 
lived together in towns in a very civilized fashion. They kept the land 
well cleared and free from weeds, and planted very good trees. Their 
dwelling-place was as follows — in the middle of the town were their 
temples with beautiful plaza^ and all around the temples stood the houses 
of the lords and priests and then [thpse of] the most important people. 
Thus came the houses of the richest, and of those who were held in the 
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a) Tikal, Feten, Guatemala. 


c) Quirigua, Izabal, Guatemala. 


— Paintings of Cities of the Old Empire by Carlos Vierra 
IN THE San Diego Museum, San Diego, California 
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'I' a) Wooden lintel, Temple IV, Tikal, Peten, Guatemala. 


Plate 32. — Sculptures of the Old Empire 


4, b) Sanctuary tablet,; Temple of the Cross, Palenque, Chiapas, Mexico. 



highest estimation nearest to these, and at the outskirts of the town were 
the houses of the lowest class. 

Archaeological studies of the Carnegie Institution of Wash- 
ington at the Old Empire center of Uaxactun, in an attempt to 
reach an estimate of the former population of that city, confirmed 
this civic-and-religious-center, small-farm-suburban type of set- 
tlement — ^the public and religious buildings arranged around 
courts and plazas in the center like public squares, the dwellings 
of the nobles and principal persons surrounding them, and the 
hotzse sites and small farms of the common people extending 
outward for miles in every direction. 

This attempt to estimate the former population of Uasactun 
was carried out in the following manner: a large cross was laid 
out on the ground with its center at the main group of ruins— 
the ceremonial center of the city — each arm being 4CX3 yards wide 
and I mile in length from the central point to its extremity. Each 
arm was then divided into 68 squares, lOO yards to a side, each 
square containing 1 0,000 square yards, which made a total of 272 
squares for the four arms of the cross, or 2,720,000 square yards. 
It was thought that these 272 squares, arranged as indicated, 
would constitute a fair sample of the land in the immediate 
vicinity of the ceremonial and governmental center. The arms of 
this cross were laid out to run due north-south and east-west. The 
squares in each arm were then searched by four men walking 
abreast, each man being responsible for one tier of squares run- 
ning along the longitudinal axis of each arm. Each square was 
examined carefully for any traces of artificial construction, espe- 
cially for vestiges of house sites, which, in the case of those of the 
common people, would appear only as low platform-mounds not 
more than a foot or two in height above the general ground level} 
the houses themselves, having been built of thatch and sapling, 
would have disappeared within a decade after the city was aban- 
doned. 

The survey showed that of the 2,720,000 square yards exam- 
ined, 1,180,000 square yards, or 43 per cent, of the area were 
taken up by logwood swamps or other low, marshy, uninhabitable 



areas, leaving 1,540,000 square yards, or 57 per cent available 
"""" for human occupation. Discarding the former 43 per cent as 
3^4 always having been useless land, it was found that, of the remain- 
ing habitable area, 400,000 square yards (14.7 per cent) were 
occupied by the ceremonial and governmental precincts of Groups 
A and E, the largest two of the eight groups or plaza-complexes at 
Uaxactun. This left a remainder of i , 1 40,000 square yards (114 
squares), or about 42.3 per cent of the total area examined (272 
squares), on which people could live, after the part devoted to 
public and religious buildings, courts, and plazas had been de- 
ducted (40 squares). These last 114 squares were found to con- 
tain 52 house-mounds and 50 water reservoirs {chultuns), though 
no specific association between the location of the former and the 
latter could be ascertained. 

In utilizing these figures, if we assume that all the house- 
mounds found were occupied at the same time and, further, that 
the average family consisted of five persons, there would have 
been the extremely dense population of 1,083.35 individuals 
(men, women, and children) per square mile of habitable land. 
Even if we assume that only one out of every four house-mounds 
was occupied at the same time, the number of persons per square 
mile would have been 271, approximately the same density of 
population as that of the state of New York and about half that 
of the state of Rhode Island. 

Of course it is now impossible to say just how large an area 
was served by the religious and governmental center at Uaxactun, 
but if we arbitrarily fix an average limit of 10 miles from the 
center for the area occupied by the dependent agricultural popu- 
lation there would have been a population of about 50,CXX) people 
in round numbers. This population figure is based upon an aver- 
age density of 271 people per square mile, including the agri- 
cultural inhabitants who were accustomed to assemble at Uaxactun 
for important religious ceremonies, for trading, and for its com- 
munal building program. Furthermore, of this number, some 
IS, 000, or two out of seven, may be considered as having been 
able-bodied laborers, men and youths, a portion of whcse time 



(P* 155) could be commandeered by the dty for its public works, 
such as quarrying, burning limekilns, transporting building mate- ■■■* 
rials, construction, and maintenance — ^the last a tremendous task 3 ^5 
in a region where vegetation grows so rapidly. 

Uaxactun, as we shall see presently, was a city of the second 
class. Thus if a center of secondary rank could boast a population 
of 50,000 — a figure based only upon an assumed 25 per cent 
simultaneous occupation of all the house-mounds within the 20- 
mile circle centering at Uaxactun and consequently perhaps 50 
or even 75 per cent too low — ^the first-class cities may very easily 
have had dependent agricultural populations of 200,000 souls 
or more. Such cities as the Old Empire metropolises of Tikal and 
Copan, and those of Chichen Itza and Uxmal during the New Em- 
pire, perhaps numbered as many as 60,000 able-bodied men cap- 
able of serving the state. 

The total population of the Yucatan Peninsula in late Old 
Empire times (eighth century), when the geographical extension 
of the Maya civilization was at its maximum (Katun 18), must 
have been far greater than that of today, perhaps even three or 
four times as great. 

In describing only the heart of the Old Empire region, an 
area 50 miles on a side, centering around Tikal and Uaxactun, I 
have pointed out elsewhere that 

evidence multiplies that this section of the Old Empire was one of the 
most densely populated areas of its size in the world during the first six 
centuries [now extended to eight] of the Christian Era, and the occu- 
pation of the land between the different larger centers like Tikal, Uaxac- 
tun, Xultun, Nakum, Naranjo, etc., must have been practically continuous. 

Another archaeologist writes: 

If we select a seed population of 8,000, a peak of 8,000,000 is found 
after ten doublings. This is not excessive for 1200 years of imdisturbed 
social evolution, and indeed it seems that the strongly urban conditions 
of the sixth century demand an even greater number. 

Extending the population figures obtained from the house- 
mound survey at Uaxactim to the whole peninsula, we may esti- 



mate the total area of the Yucatan Peninsula as 100,000 square 
miles in round niunbers, about half of which may, perhaps, be 
regarded as having been habitable. Allowing from 271 to 1,083 
persons per square mile, depending upon whether it be assumed 
that only one-quarter of the house-mounds or all of them had 
been occupied at the same time, we reach estimates ranging from 
a minimum of 13,300,000 to a maximum of 53,300,000. While 
our controlling data are not secure enough to permit much reliance 
being placed upon .these figures, the northward expansion of the 
Maya at the peak of the Old Empire may well have involved 
a maximum population for the entire peninsula of somewhere in 
the neighborhood of the smaller figure, perhaps as many as seven 
times the total of all Maya-speaking groups in this same region 
today, certainly four or five times as many, would be a conserva- 
tive estimate. 

CLASSIFICATION OF THE CENTERS OF POPULATION 

The basic factors in any attempt to classify the cities, towns, 
and villages of the Maya civilization, according to their supposed 
degrees of relative importance, would seem to be: (i) their re- 
spective areas; (2) the number and extent of the architectural 
remains they respectively contained; and (3) the number and 
excellence of their sculptured monuments. Even such obvious 
standards of comparison as these, however, are open to serious 
objections, leading as they do to conflicting results. For example, 
some sites are outstanding because of the size, number, and deco- 
ration of their respective buildings but they have few, if any, 
sculptured monuments; others present the opposite condition — 
relatively insignificant architectural remains, coupled with numer- 
ous and notable sculptured monuments. Still another factor 
causing uncertainty is that we do not know what sites were spe- 
cially distinguished by the excellence of their ceramic wares, 
by their skill in jade carving, by the superiority of their feather- 
work, and by the fineness of their weaving. These crafts were 
all highly esteemed by the ancient Maya and undoubtedly con- 
tributed greatly to the relative importance of any given site. 



However, it seems best, in attempting to make a classification of 
the Maya sites according to their supposed degrees of relative 
importance, to judge them objectively by the obvious standards 3^7 
first mentioned} that is, by their respective sizes, the extent of 
their architectural remains, and the number and excellence of 
their sculptured monuments, quite regardless of any additional 
importance they may or may not have had as centers of pottery, 
textile, or lapidary production, or manufacture of other articles 
of trade. 

A classification into four groups has been made in Table VII, 
which is shown graphically in Plate 19 where the first-, second-, 
third-, and fourth-class centers are each represented by different 
symbols. 

Before describing some of the more important of these cen- 
ters, at greater length, a further word of explanation about Table 
VII is necessary. All sites except twelve listed in this table and 
shown in Plate 19 have this one point in common: regardless of 
their respective sizes, all have one or more hieroglyphic inscrip- 
tions. The twelve exceptions are Holmul, in the Old Empire 
region, and Mani, T’ho, Izamal, Sotuta, El Tabasqueno, Chun- 
chintok, Hochob, Ppustunich, Civiltuk, Acanceh, and Dzibilchal- 
tun in the New Empire region. Indeed, if all the sites in Glasses 
3 and 4 were included in Table VII, the sites in these two classes 
alone would be so numerous that they could not be shown on such 
a small-scale map. 

Although there are only four Class i sites listed in Table VII 
(Tikal and Copan in the Old Empire and Chichen Itza and Uxmal 
in the New Empire) there are two others — Calakmul in the 
central Peten region and Coba in northeastern Yucatan — ^which 
possibly should be included in Cla^ i rather than at the head of 
Class 2. Calakmul should possibly be included because it has more 
monuments (103) than any other city of the Maya civilization, 
and Coba, because of its very extensive architectural remains, as 
well as its numerous sculptured stelae (24). Both sites, however, 
have been assigned to Class 2} in the case of Calakmul, because 
in spite of its mass production of monuments the indmdual sculp- 



^ TABLE ¥ll ■. 

Classification, OF the Centers op the Maya Civilization Acgoeding 
TO Their Supposed ; Degrees of RelativeTmfortance 
IN Ancient Times 

CIa«9 X Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 


Tikal 

Calakmul • 

Balakbal 

Uolantnn 

Bonampak 

Copan 

Coba 

Xmakabatun 

Kaxuinic 

El Amparo 

Chichen 

Uaxactun 

Chochkitam 

El Encanto 

Quexil , 

' :lt2a ' 

Xultun 

Ucanal 

Ixkun 

Jonuta 

Uxmal 

La Honradez 

Tzimin Kax 

Yaltitud 

Tila 


Nakum 

Seibal 

Benque Viejo 

Comitan: 


Naranjo 

Altar de 

Clmnliiiitz 

Tenam ■ . 


Yaxchilan 

Sacrificios 

Cancuen 

Quen Santo 


Piedras 

Itsimte 

Aguas Calientes 

Ichpaatun 


Negras 

Polol 

El Caribe 

Santa Rita 


Naachtun 

Tayasal 

La Amelia 

Corosal 


Quirigua 

Yaxha 

Laguna Perdida 

Dzilam 


El Palmar 

Lubaantun 

Motul de San 

Jaina 


Rio Bee 

Pusilha 

Jose 

Ichmul 


Palenque 

Tzibanchc 

Ixlu 

Tabi 1 


Tonina 

Uxnl 

San Clemente 

Dzibilnocac 


Kabah 

Becan 

La Florida 

Cave of Loltnn 


Sayil 

Oxpemul 

Rio Amarillo 

Ikil 


Etzna 

Xamantun 

Los Higos 

Pechai 


Santa Rosa 

Alta Mira 

Oxlahuntun 

Pasion del 


Xtampak 

Comalcalco 

Tzendales 

Cristo 



Chnetiepa 

Lacanha 

El Tabasqueno 



Chinkultic 

El Cayo 

Cliuncliintok 



Tulum 

La Mar 

Hochob 



Labna 

Chinikiha 

PpustunicE 



Mayapaa 

El Tortuguero 

Civiituk 



Oxkintok 

Santo Ton 

Acanceh 



Keuic 

Santa Elena 

Dzibilcbaltun 



Holactnn 

Poco Uinic 

Chama 


Xculoc 

Huntlchmul I 

Nohpat 

Tzocchen 

La Milpa 

Holmul 

Yaxuna 

Mani 

T’ho 

Izamal 

Somta 



tured stelae are for the most part of little esthetic merit, and in the iLlLS 
case of Coba, although there are many buildings, few if any of 
them are of architectural distinction. Moreover, Coba’s twenty- 3^9 
four sculptured stelae are also all mediocre in character, certainly 
not to be compared with the monuments at Copan for example. 

Of the nineteen centers listed in Class 2, twelve are in the 
heart of the Old Empire j one (Tonina) is in the southwestern 
highlands, the largest city in that region} one (Rio Bee) is in the 
Chenes area of central Campeche; and five are in northern 
Yucatan. If centers in northern Yucatan and Campeche which at 
the present time are not definitely known to have hieroglyphic 
inscriptions were included in Table VII, the total of the Class 2 
sites would doubtless be considerably increased. 

The chief difficulty encountered in making the classification 
shown in Table VII was to distinguish between small Class 2 
and large Class 3 sites; indeed the question may well be raised 
whether it would not be better to group all Class 2 and Class 3 
sites together, and have only three classes. The principal objec- 
tion to such a procediure, however, is that it involves grouping 
together in the same class sites of such widely differing impor- 
tance as Yaxchilan, Piedras Negras, and Palenque on the one hand 
(the sculptures of which are unquestionably the finest in the 
Maya area), and Chochkitam, Becan, and Tzocchen for example 
on the other hand. These last three are of far less importance 
than the first three. Rather than include such important cities as 
the first three in the same group with such relatively unimportant 
ones at the last three it seems much better to hold to my original 
fourfold classification. 

Of the thirty-nine sites in Class 3 nothing further need be 
said, but concerning the fifty-four Class 4 sites, one important 
point should be borne in mind: in assigning sites to this class, 
neither the area covered by them nor the size and number of their 
respective architectural remains have been taken into considera- 
tion; assignments to this class have been made exclusively upon 
the fact of their having hieroglyphic inscriptions, but not more 
than four or five each. 



DESCRIPTIONS OF THE MORE IMPORTANT MAYA CITIES 

Unfortunately the ancient names of the vast majority of cities, 
3^0 towns, and villages of the Maya civilization have been lost with 
the passing centuries. This is one hundred per cent true of the 
Old Empire, with the possible exception of Copan. Although the 
site now known by this name was called Copan as early as the 
sixteenth century when the Spaniards first reached the Copan 
re^on, the site itself had long since been abandoned and was in 
ruins at that time and there are grave doubts as to whether this 
was its original name. As for the names of all other known 
centers of the Old Empire, probably not one antedates the close 
of the eighteenth century, and many of them have been named by 
modern archaeologists during the last fifty years. 

In the New Empire the situation is only slightly better. We 
know the original names of about half a dozen sites from the 
Books of Chilam Balam — Chichen Itza, Chakanputun, Uxmal, 
Mayapan, Izamal, Coba, and T’ho (the modern Merida) — ^but 
the ancient names of innumerable others have long since been for- 
gotten, lost in the mists of time. 

Tikal, the Largest City of the Maya Civilization 

The largest center of the Maya civilization, either of the Old 
or New Empire, and probably the oldest as well (see p. 43), was 
Tikal in northern central Peten at the head of the Holmul Valley 
(Plate 31, a). The civic and ceremonial heart of the city— the 
temple and governmental precincts — covers about one square 
mile, but beyond this in every direction there are smaller courts 
and plazas, surrounded by ruined stone buildings, which extend 
outward with deaeasing frequency for two or three miles. Tikal 
may be divided into eight groups, A-H, of which the most impor- 
tant is Group A (Plate 33). This group is built on an artificially 
leveled tongue of land between two ravines, and is connected by 
a graded stone causeway with Group G to the southeast, and by 
a much longer causeway crossing the north ravine with Groups E 
and H to the north ; Groups D and H are connected directly by 
a third causeway. 










Plate 34.— Map of the Central Sectio-n of Copan, Honduras 
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Plate 36. — Miscellaneous Views 


c) Section of the Acropolis at Cop; 


>an, Honduras, exposed by the Copan River. 
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Plate 39. — ^Map 




a) Temple of the Warriors, 
in foreground. 


general view showing Northwest Colonnade 


40.— Views op Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico 


i b) Temple of the Warriors, close up showing feathered-serpent columns. 
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Plate 41. — ^Views of Chicken Itza, Yucatan, Mexico 


I b) Temple of the Jaguars surmounting south end of east Wall of big ball court, 




The most outstanding architectural characteristic of Tikal, 
aside from its size, are its five great pyramid-temples, the highest 
constructions in the Maya area (Plate 31, a). From the ground 
level at their respective bases to the tops of their lofty roof -combs, 
or ornamental walls which rise above their roofs, the temples 
measure in height as follows: Temple 1 , 155 feetj Temple II,.I43 
feet} Temple III, 178 feet} Temple IV, 2.29 feet (the highest 
structure in the Maya area (see Plates 52, by and 70, b) ■, and 
Temple V, 188 feet. 

These enormous constructions are further noteworthy in that 
they have the finest wood-carvings in the Maya area. The twelve 
doorways, five exterior and seven interior, in these five temples 
were originally spanned by lintels of sapodilla wood, eight of 
them having been carved with magnificent representations of reli- 
gious ceremonies. Most of these have been either destroyed or 
removed to foreign museums, the finest having been taken to the 
Museum of Archaeology at Basle, Switzerland (Plate 32, «). 
Figure 31 shows part of another one of these lintels — the figure 
of a halach uinic seated on his throne} rising behind him is the 
superb figure of a rampant jaguar, probably the divine patron of 
his family. 

While the architecture of Tikal is imposing, even grandiose, 
stone sculpture at this great city languished except during the 
Early Period (317-633). Of the 83 stelae known at Tikal, only 
20 are sculptured} the remaining 63 are plain. It has been sug- 
gested that these latter were originally covered with plaster and 
painted with figures and hieroglyphs instead of being carved, 
which may very well have been the case, although evidence either 
for or against this suggestion is now lacking. Of the twenty sculp- 
tured stelae at Tikal, all but five, or 75 .per cent, date from the 
Early Period. 

The famous Leyden Plate found near Puerto Barrios, Guate- 
mala, was a jadeite pendant (Plate 15) bearing the earliest con- 
temporaneous date in the Maya hieroglyphic writing, 8.14.3.1.12 
(320). My wife has recently shown that it was engraved at Tikal. 
This fact, coupled with that of the large number (fifteen) of 
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Early Period stelae found at this site and the additional fact that 
its size was considerably greater than that of near-by Uaxactun, 
indicates that Tikal, with very little doubt, was the oldest known 3^3 
center of Maya civilization. Uaxactiui, fewer than twelve air miles 
from Tikal, has the next oldest date in Maya chronology. 

COPAN, THE ALEXANDRIA OF THE MAYA WORLD 

The second largest metropolis in the southern half of the 
peninsula was Copan, the scientific center of the Old Empire. This 
city consists of a main group and some sixteen dependent, outlying 
subgroups, one as much as seven miles distant from the ceremonial 
center. The main group, or Main Structure as it has been called 
(Plates 3 ij 34 > 37 > '*)> covers about seventy-five acres and is 

composed of the Acropolis and five adjoining plazas. The Acro- 
polis is an architectural complex of pyramids, terraces, and tem- 
ples, which by reason of constant additions has grown into one 
great masonry mass covering twelve acres of ground and rising 
125 feet at its highest point. It supports, among many other 
buildings, the three finest temples in the city: Temple 26 dedi- 
cated in 756 in connection with the completion of the Hiero- 
glyphic Stairway j Temple 1 1 also erected in 756 in memory of an 
important astronomical discovery made at Copan (the determina- 
tion of the exact length of the intervals between eclipses) ; and 
Temple 22 dedicated in 771 to the planet Venus, the last being the 
most spectacular building in the city. 

There are no fewer than five courts or plazas at the Main 
Structure: (i) the Main Plaza, (2) the Middle Court, (3) the 
Court of the Hieroglyphic Stairway, and on the Acropolis, (4) 
the Eastern Court, (5) the Western Court. The Main Plaza, a 
large stadium 250 feet square and surrounded on three sides by 
tiers of stone seats, has a sacrificial pyramid occupying the center 
of the fourth or open sidej there are nine magnificently sculp- 
tured monuments standing in this one court alone, and a number 
of elaborately carved altars. 

The Court of the Hieroglyphic Stairway is some 310 feet long 
by 125 feet wide, at one end of which, just behind Stela M and its 
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altar, rises the superb Hieroglyphic Stairway, 33 feet wide and 
composed of 62 steps. The faces of these steps are sculptured with 
some 1,5’CX) to a, 000 individual glyphs, the longest inscription in 
the city, and also the longest in the Maya hieroglyphic writing 
(Plate 35, a). At the middle point of every twelfth step there 
is a seated, heroic-sized, gorgeously dressed, anthropomorphic 
statue. This monumental sculptured stairway, one of the most spec- 
tacular constructions in the whole Maya area, leads to Temple 26. 

Both the Eastern and Western Courts on the Acropolis proper 
have floor levels considerably above the general ground level. 
The former has the beautiful Jaguar Stairway (Plate 35, tf) on its 
western side, which is flanked by heroic-sized figures of rampant 
jaguars, the bodies of which were originally incrusted with disks 
of highly polished black obsidian to simulate the spots of a jaguar 
(Plate 35, h). The West Court has a very fine Reviewing Stand, 
Stela P, the latest monument of the Early Period (Plate 67, d), 
and several handsome altars. 

One of the most interesting archaeological features at Copan 
is the cross-section of the Acropolis exposed by the Copan River 
(Plate 36, c). Some time since the city was abandoned in the early 
ninth century the Copan River has changed its course and, flowing 
over against the eastern base of the Acropolis, has cut away a 
great portion of it, exposing a vertical face 1 1 8 feet high at the 
highest point and nearly 1,000 feet long at the base — the largest 
archaeological cross-section in the world, wherein a number of 
earlier plaza floor-levels and buried drains can be clearly dis- 
tinguished. 

The Carnegie Institution of Washington has been carrying 
on excavations and repairs at Copan in co-operation with the gov- 
ernment of Honduras since 1935. The course of the Copan River 
has been changed to its original channel so that the Acropolis is no 
longer threatened with destruction (Plate 37, «); more than a 
dozen fallen and broken monuments have been repaired and re- 
erected (Plate 68), much enhancing the appearance of this group 
of ruins. Temples ii, 21 «, 22, 26, and the Ball Court (Struc- 
tures 9 and 10) have been excavated and repaired} and several 



tunnels have been driven through the Acropolis in order to find 
whether it contained earlier buried constructions. 

One of the most significant discoveries at Copan was the find- 3^5 
ing of two small fragments of gold, the feet of a hollow figurine, 
in the foundations of Stela H dedicated in 782. These are the only 
two pieces of gold, or indeed of any metal, ever recovered from an 
Old Empire city (Fig. 55, c, p. 432). 

Sculpture reached spectacular heights at Copan j indeed, it was 
only surpassed in this art by the three great cities of the Usuma- 
cinta Valley — ^Palenque, Piedras Negras, and Yaxchilan — to be 
described later. Further, there is evidence to indicate that Copan 
was perhaps the greatest center of learning in the Old Empire, 
especially in the field of astronomy. The formulas of the Copan 
astronomer-priests for the determination of the true length of the 
solar year and of the eclipse periods were more accurate than those 
of any other Old Empire cityj in short, because of her outstand- 
ing attainments in astronomy. Copan may be called the Alexandria 
of the Maya World. 

CHICKEN ITZA, THE MECCA OF THE NEW EMPIRE 

The greatest New Empire metropolis, and sacred city as well, 
was Chichen Itza in northeastern Yucatan, which was founded by 
Maya (Itza) emigrants from the Old Empire early in the sixth 
century. The city did not, however, reach its zenith until the 
eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries under Mexican rulers 
who had established themselves there in the tenth century (Plate 
45, h). The civic and religious precincts cover an area of approxi- 
mately two square miles, nearly two miles long by nearly a mile 
wide. While extending over a greater area than Tikal, the various 
groups at Chichen Itza are less numerous, smaller, and more scat- 
tered (Plates 38, a, 39, and 45, h). 

The architecture, as might be expected from its history, shows 
two distinct styles: (i) a Maya period, the buildings of which 
date from the sixth to tenth centuries, pure Maya in style; and 
(2) a Maya-Mexican period, the buildings of which date from 
the eleventh to fourteenth centuries and show many architectural 



features imported from central Memco (see last section of this 
chapter). 

Perhaps the most striking architectural features at Chichen 
Itza are the pyramid-temples with feathered-serpent columns. 
Seven of these are known, of which the Castillo, or principal 
Temple of Kukulcan, is the largest and possibly the oldest (Plate 
44, «), and the Temple of the Warriors is perhaps the most spec- 
tacular (Plate 40, a). One, the Temple of the Chac Mool, Is 
buried in the pyramid supporting the later Temple of the War- 
riors. These serpent-column temples, dedicated to Kukulcan, the 
Feathered Serpent, who was the patron deity of Chichen Itza, 
were an importation from central Mexico introduced by Kukulcan 
himself during the tenth century (Plates 40, b, and 41, ^). 

There are no fewer than seven ball courts known at Chichen 
Itza: six that were still in use when the city was last occupied and 
a seventh, .earlier one, completely buried under a later terrace 
behind the Monjas. These ball courts vary greatly in size^ the 
largest, which is in the northern part of the city, is 545 feet long 
by 225 feet wide on the outside 5 the inside, that is, the actual 
field of play, is 480 feet long by 120 feet wide (Plate 41, a) j the 
smallest court behind the Red House is only 65 feet long and 20 
feet wide. A game something like basketball was played in these 
coxurts. Instead of baskets at the two ends of the court, however, 
there were two stone rings, one let into each of the long facing 
walls at their middle points. The balls used in the game were 
made of solid rubber, and the description of them given by the 
early Spanish historians constitutes the first European notice of 
rubber that we have. The object of the game was to drive the 
ball through one or the other of the two rings, whose openings 
were perpendicular to the ground. The winning stroke was fur- 
ther complicated by the fact that the ball could not be thrown by 
the hand, but had to be struck by the elbow, wrist, or hip. Leather 
pads were fastened to these parts of the body in order to make the 
ball rebound more easily. The winning stroke, we are told, was 
made so rarely that, by an ancient rule of the game, the player 
making it had forfeited to him all the clothing and jewelry of 


the spectators. When the ball was thus driven through the ring, mm 
however, all the spectators took to their heels to avoid paying the 
forfeit, and the friends of the lucky player ran after them to 3^7 
exact it. The winning stroke in the very nature of the case must 
have been made very rarely, perhaps more by accident than by 
design, like a hole-in-one at golf. 

Another distinctive feature at Chichen Itza is the great 
colonnades, sometimes 400 feet long (Plates 40,^2, and 61, 3 ). 
Thrones have been found in these, and it has been suggested 
they were used as council halls. These colonnades completely 
surround the Court of the Thousand Columns, a great open plaza 
containing four and a half acres, which may well have been the 
market place of the ancient city j indeed, there are so many colon- 
nades in this part of Chichen Itza that this section has been called 
the Group of the Thousand Columns. 

One of the most important structures at Chichen Itza is a 
round tower or astronomical observatory (Plate 42, a). This 
tower, called the Caracol, is 41 feet high and surmounts double 
rectangular terraces, themselves combined 3 1 feet high. The tower 
proper has a central core of masonry in which there is a spiral stair- 
way, winding up to a small observation chamber near the top of the 
tower. Such a stairway in Spanish is called caracol because of its 
fancied resemblance to the convolutions of a snail-shell or caracoL 
The presence of this winding stairway thus gave rise to the 
name by which this building is now known. Square openings 
through the thick walls of this chamber (Fig. 32) lead to the out- 
side, fixing certain astronomically important lines of sight. For 
example, one line of sight through the west wall cuts the setting 
sun in half on March 21 and again on September 21, at the vernal 
and autumnal equinoxes, respectively. Other lines coincide with 
moonsets on these two important natural stations of the year. The 
observation room near the top is still partially preserved. 

Chichen Itza is probably better known than any other city 
of the Maya civilization because of the extensive excavations and 
restorations carried on there by the Ministry of Public Education 
of the Mexican government and by the Carnegie Institution of 



Washington during the past two decades. A number of buildings 
of difFerent types have been excavated and repaired, wall-paint- 
ings and sculptures have been uncovered, and many archaeological 
specimens brought to light. The two most spectacular discoveries 
have been a magnificent turquoise mosaic plaque (Plate 43, a) 
and the Red Jaguar throne, a life-sized statue of a jaguar, painted 
a brilliant mandarin red and studded with seventy-three disks of 
apple-green jade in imitation of the actual markings of the jaguar 


DUE WEST. SUN SETS ALOMS THIS UNE 
ON MARCH 21, THE VERNAL EQUINOX 



Fig. of the Caracol, Chkhen. Itza, Yucatan,. Mexico, sEowing its use, 

as an astronomical observatoiy, 

(Plate 73, c). The mosaic plaque, found in a stone urn with a 
stone lid, was excavated from beneath the floor of the sanctuary of 
the Temple of the Chac Mool — ^a temple found buried under the 
Temple of the Warriors. The Red Jaguar throne was discovered 
in the sanctuary of the temple buried beneath the Castillo (Plate 
44, a) and, like the mummy of Tutankhamen, was left where it 
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t a) Painting (Old Empire), Palenque, Chiapas, Mexico. 


c) Painting (New Empire), Uxmal, Yucatan, Mexico. 



was found. It is the most outstanding archaeological object ever iiS 
discovered in the New World. 

In the northern part of the city, there are two great natural 3^9 
wells or cenotesy which doubtless contributed very greatly to 
the importance of this site in ancient times. They are: the Xtoloc 
Cenote which was formerly the water supply of Chichen Itza, 
with two masonry stairways winding down its precipitous sides, 
and the great Well of Sacrifice (Plate 42, ^), already deseribed in 
a previous chapter (p. 239). Chichen Itza during the Mexican 
Period of the New Empire was the most sacred city in Yucatan. 
Pilgrimages were made thither from all parts of Central America, 
southern and central Mexico j and sacrifices of every sort— gold, 
jade, pottery, incense, etc., even living human victims — were 
hurled into the sinister depths of this well. Chichen Itza was, in 
truth, during late New Empire times the Mecca of the Maya 
world. 

UXMAL, THE NEO-CLASSIC MAYA METROPOLIS OF 
THE NEW EMPIRE 

Uxmal (Plates 38, and 45, c) was founded by the Xiu, one 
of the Maya-Mexican tribes which invaded Yucatan at the end 
of the tenth century (chapter v, p. 87). The city is located in a 
great, cup-like valley just behind the range of hills that sweep 
up from the southwest and southeast, coming to a point just south 
of the modern town of Maxcanu. Says Landa concerning the 
foundation of this city: 

And they say that these tribes [thc-Xm or Tntnl, Xiu] wandered around 
in the uninhabited parts of Yucatan for forty, years without there being 
any water in that time except that which, came .from the rain> and that 
at the end of that time they reached , the mountains which lie almost 
opposite the city of Mayapan and ten 'leagues from,,it. And there j they 
began to settle and to construct very good buildings in many places; and 
the people of Mayapan became very good' friends with them and were 
glad to see that they cultivated the land, as the natives do; and in this 
way those of Tutul Xiu subjected themselves to the laws of Mayapan 
and thus they intermarried and as the 'lord 'Xiu of the Tutul Xiu was 
such, he came to be very much esteemed by everybody. 



yjli The most beautiful Puuc buildings in all Yucatan (see last 
section of this chapter), what we may properly call the true 
33 ® Maya architectural renaissance, the neo-classic period of Maya 
architecture, are to be found at Uxmal (Plates iSya, 46-48, and 
51, «, Cy and d). And curiously enough, the Mexican influence 
so strongly noticed at Chichen Itza is almost non-existent at the 
Xiu capital. There are no serpent-column temples at Uxmal, 
though there are six at Chichen Itzaj no colonnades at Uxmal, 
though there are more than a dozen at Chichen Itza 5 there is 
only one small ball court at Uxmal, while there are six at Chichen 
Itza, in addition to a seventh buried under a later construction. 
Not a single building at Uxmal has the sloping base (see last 
section of this chapter), so common at Chichen Itza. Architectural 
conventions and ideas from central Mexico seem to have been little 
followed at Uxmal. On the contrary the Puuc, or neo-Classic 
Maya, here reached its finest expression. 

The cutting and fitting of the individual elements of the 
elaborate stone-mosaic fagades at Uxmal reached a perfection 
never equaled elsewhere in the Maya area. The edges of these 
intricately shaped elements are sharply cut, their surfaces 
smoothly dressed, and the elements themselves exactly fitted one 
to another in the exceedingly intricate patterns of the mosaics. 
The individual elements of these great mosaic fagades are enor- 
mous, single stones frequently measuring a yard in length and 
weighing up to several hundred pounds. Although to our think- 
ing the term mosaic refers to something small, even minute in 
scale, as used in Maya architecture it refers to these great fagades, 
the individual elements of which are each cut to fit with other 
elements of the giant mosaic designs. The Governor’s Palace, 
probably the administrative center of the Xiu state, surmounts a 
triple terrace 50 feet high and covering five acres of ground j 
the palace itself is 320 feet long, 40 feet wide, 26 feet high, 
and contains twenty-four chambers. The elaborate and rich 
mosaics decorating its four fa^des are composed of some twenty 
thousand specially cut and fitted stone elements. The Governor’s 
Palace at Uxmal is, in my opinion, the most magnificent, the 



most spectacular single building ever erected in the Americas in 
pre-Columbian times (Plate 25, tf). 

Scarcely less beautiful, and probably even more imposing 
because of its greater mass, is the justly renowned Nuimery Quad- 
rangle and adjacent House of the Magician (Plates 46-48). 
The former is composed of four different buildings with mag- 
nificently sculptured facades, arranged around the four sides of 
a majestic court some 250 feet long by 200 feet wide. 

This coxirt is entered through a central arcade in the building 
on its south side (Plate 46, h). The structure on the north or 
opposite side surmounts a considerably higher terrace, some 
eighteen feet above the level of the court, and is reached by a 
broad stairway 90)4 feet widej architecturally it is the most 
important unit of the quadrangle, though the two flanking units, 
the so-called East (Plate 47, d) and West (Plate 47, }>) Ranges 
are scarcely less imposing. 

This quadrangle probably served as a place of residence for 
the priests, who officiated in the near-by, and unfortunately, mis- 
named “House of the Magician” (Plate 48), which was the high- 
est construction at Uxmal and the principal temple of the city. 

In addition to the Puuc, or neo-classic Maya architectural 
influences found at Uxmal, a Chenes strain is noted there (see 
p. 353). This is especially apparent in the west fagade of the 
principal temple, the so-called House of the Magician, which is 
Chenes in general character (Plate 48). Puuc architecture, how- 
ever, predominates at Uxmal. 

Although Chichen Itza covers considerably more ground than 
Uxmal, the architectural effect of the Xiu capital is much more 
imposing because its six largest groups are all concentrated in 
a relatively small area, with the result that their architectural 
effect is more immediate, more imposing, and more monumental j 
while at Chichen Itza, as previously pointed out, the larger groups 
are more scattered. The larg^t groups at Uxmal (Plate 49) 
are: (i) the Governor’s Palace (Plate 25, a); House of the 
Turtles j Ball Court and Great Pyramid (Plate 51, «); (2) the 
Nunnery Quadrangle (Plates 46 and 47), and House of the Ma- 



gician (Plate 48); (3) the South Group; (4) the Cemetery 
Group; (5) the Northwest Group; and (6) the House of the Old 
Woman, and associated structures. The greater concentration of 
buildings at Uxmal, together with the extreme beauty of the stone 
carving there, makes this site the best example of Maya neo- 
classic (Puuc) architecture in all Yucatan. 

UAXACTUN, THE ANCIENT 

While lack of space prevents extended description of all the 
Class 2 cities, a few words may be said about the more important 
ones. 

Uaxactun is especially noteworthy to the archaeologist for 
five reasons: 

1. It has the oldest monument yet discovered in the Maya 
area (Plate 16) — Stela 9 dating from 8.14.10.13.15 of the Maya 
Era (a.d. 328). In addition it has ten of the only other thirteen 
known stelae dating from Baktun 8, toward the end of which four- 
century period the Maya began to erect stone monuments (chap- 
ter iii, pp. 47, 48). ^ 

2. The Carnegie Institution of Washington carried on in- 
tensive archaeological studies at this site for twelve years (1926- 
1937), during which time invaluable scientific data and archaeo- 
logical material of all kinds, including the finest examples of 
polychrome pottery ever found in the Maya area, were collected. 
Just as more is known about Chichen Itza than any other city of 
the New Empire, owing to the excavations by the Carnegie Insti- 
tution, so, for the same reason, more is also now known about 
Uaxactun than any other city of the Old Empire. 

3. Owing to the foregoing extensive excavations, the types 
of stone architecture and the ceramic periods represented at 
Uaxactun are better known than at any other Old Empire center; 
and, more important still, direct associations between specific 
architectural types and ceramic phases, together with their cor- 
responding approximate dates in Maya chronology, have been so 
surely worked out for Uaxactun that they are now serving as 
standards of comparison elsewhere in the Old Empire. 



4 * The first astronomical observatory in the Old Empire was 
found at Uaxactun, and its type defined, which, in turn, led to the 
discovery of between twelve and eighteen similar observatories at 333 
as many other Old Empire sites. These Old Empire observatories 
would seem to have had for their primary purpose the fixing 
of the positions of the equinoxes and solstices in the year, in the 
following manner. A pyramid was built on the west side of a 
court, facing due east (Fig. 33 ). Opposite, on the east side of the 
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North, East South, 

Line of sunrise Line of sunrise on Line of sunrise 

on June 21 September 21 and March 21 on December 21 



Fig. 33. — Diagram of the astronomical observatory at Group E, Uaxactun, Peten, 
Guatemala, for determining the dates of the solstices and equinoxes. 

same court, three temples were erected on a terrace, their fagades 
all running north and south and so arranged as to establish the 
following lines of sight when observed from points on the central 
axis of the stairway ascending the east side of the pyramid on 
the opposite or west side of the court. As observed from points 
on this axis the sun, on its way north, was seen to rise directly 


y 



2 LLS behind the middle point of the middle temple (E-II in Fig. 33) 
on March 21, the date of the vernal equinox; to rise behind the 
334 left or north front corner of the north temple (E-I in Fig. 33) 
on June 21, the date of the summer solstice; behind the middle 
point of the middle temple again on its way back south on Sep- 
tember 21, the autumnal equinox; and behind the right or south 
front corner of the south temple (E-III in Fig. 33) on December 
21, the winter solstice. This assemblage of buildings was a prac- 
tical instrument for determining the four natural stations of the 
year: the longest and shortest days (June 21 and December ai, 
respectively), and the two intermediate positions when day and 
night are of equal length (March 21 and September 21). These 
buildings constituted an observatory which even the lowliest in 
the city could understand. 

5. The finest Old Empire wall-painting ever brought to 
light was found in Structure B-XIII at Uaxactun. This repre- 
sents some religious ceremonial (Plate 50). There is the figure 
of a woman, seated on a dais in a flat-roofed building, and out- 
side the building twenty-five other individuals, some men, some 
women, are standing about. Below this scene is a horizontal band 
of 72 day-signs (not shown in Plate 50), which begins with the 
day 12 Imix, and ends with the day 5 Eb; this is evidently part 
of a tzolkin or Sacred Year of 260 days (p. 265). This fresco 
is painted in red, orange, yellow, gray, and black on a white back- 
ground. It was in an admirable state of preservation when it 
was discovered; it probably dates from the Early Period of the 
Old Empire and is the oldest known wall-painting in the Maya 
area, perhaps going back to the sixth century of the Christian Era. 

PALENQUE, YAXCHILAN, AND PIEDRAS NEGRAS 

The three largest cities of the Usumacinta Valley — -Palenque 
(Plate 45, «), Yaxchilan, and Piedras Negras — were also those 
where sculpture reached its esthetic peak, the culmination of 
Maya genius in this particular field of art, which was equaled 
nowhere else in ancient America. This amazing development in 
sculpture started at Palenque as early as the beginning of the 



Middle Period, 9.10.10.0.0 (642), probably owing in part to the 
fact that the Palenque sculptors were fortunate in having a very ■■■* 
superior grade of limestone, so hard and fine-grained as almost 335 
to have the quality of lithographic stone. Also, the stucco-work 
at Palenque is equaled nowhere else in the Maya area (Plate 77). 

The low-relief tablets of limestone are characterized by a delicacy 
of line and flowing beauty of composition coupled with a bril- 
liance of technique that compares not unfavorably with the best 
low-relief sculptures of ancient Egypt. Although excellent low 
reliefs were produced at Palenque for nearly a century and a half 
from 9.10.10.0.0 to 9.17.13.0.0 (642—783), the peak of esthetic 
achievement was reached in 9.13.0.0.0 (692), when three differ- 
ent temples with their exquisite low-relief wall tablets were dedi- 
cated, the tablet in the Temple of the Cross perhaps being the 
finest (Plate 32, ^). 

With the exception of Copan, which was first described in 
1576 by Diego Garcia de Palacio, Oidor of the Audiencia Real 
of Guatemala, Palenque has been known longer than any other city 
of the Old Empire. 

Palenque seems to have been discovered about the middle of 
the eighteenth century, and such is the distinction of its low- 
relief sanctuary tablets, the exquisite quality of its molded stucco 
decorations, and the refinement of its architecture that it is justly 
considered one of the most beautiful of all the ancient Maya 
cities. 

The Palace Group is one of the most outstanding construc- 
tions in the Maya area. Its individual ranges of rooms, hand- 
somely arranged around several courts, its high, square tower of 
four stories, and its many subterranean chambers and passages 
make it practically unique? the graceful proportions of the city’s 
several pyramid-temples — ^the Temples of the Cross, Foliated 
Cross, Sun, Inscriptions, Count, and Beau-Relief — ^give Palenque 
a note of architectural elegance hardly equaled by any other center 
of the Maya civilization. 

Yaxchilan, the second of these three cities, reached its high- 
est level of artistic production in sculpture about a generation 



later, when Palenque was at its apex, about 9.13.0.0.0 (692). 
This level of maximum achievement was maintained for another 
generation, or until 9. 14. 15.0.0 (726), during which thirty-five 
years, four outstanding temples were erected at Yaxchilan — 
Structures 44, 21, 42, and 23. These buildings were richly em- 
bellished with twelve sculptured-stone lintels, three in each 
building. Two of the three in Structure 23 (Plate 71) are the 
finest sculptures of their kind in the Maya area. 

Piedras Negras (Plate 52, a) was the last of the three great 
Usumacinta Valley centers to reach a similar plane of sculptural 
brilliance, again just about the time Yaxchilan was at its apex, that 
is completing the three superlative door-lintels in Structure 23 
in 9.14. 1 5.0.0 (726), just mentioned. The period of maximum 
brilliancy at Piedras Negras culminated in 9.16.10.0.0 (761), a 
generation later, in the magnificent Wall Panel No. 3, from 
Temple O-13 (Plate 69, <?), made of a warm ivory-colored lime- 
stone of finest texture. Nowhere in the whole field of ancient 
American sculpture is there to be found a work of such surpassing 
beauty, such exquisite balance and harmony of design, such pre- 
eminent technical perfection. It is the finest flower of Maya art, 
the apex of sculptural attainment in the ancient New World. 

One other point about Piedras Negras deserves special men- 
tion. The practice of erecting period-markers at the ends of the 
successive or 1,800-day periods of the Maya Era, was more 

consistently followed here than at any other Maya city. For more 
than two centuries, from 9.8.15.0.0 to 9.19.0.0.0 (608 to 810), 
there is not a single one of these 22 consecutive hotun-endings 
which was not celebrated by the erection of a corresponding sculp- 
tured monument, and not one of these monuments is now missing 
— a tremendous and sustained sculptural tour de force. 

CALAKMUL, NARANJO, AND NAKUM 

These three cities, large centers of mass production in sculp- 
ture and architecture, all in the central Peten region, are interest- 
ing more because of their size than for the distinction of their 
respective buildings and monuments. Calakmul, as we have 
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Plate 49. — Map of the Central Section of Uxmal, Yucatan, Mexico 
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ILATE 51 . \iEWS OF UXMAL, YuCATAN, MeXICO, AND AlTAR FROM TiKAL 

(a) Part of north face of tenipJe near summit of the Great Pyramid, at Uxmal ; 
(o) Altar Vin from Tikal, Peten, Guatemala; (c) Stone mask step in front of 
doorway leading to sealed chamber in building near summit of the Great Pyramid 
at Uxmal; (//) Detail of masks on corner of the same building. 
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a) General view of Piedras Negras, Peten, Guatemala. 
Plate 52. — Restorations of Old Empire Cities 


i Model of Temples II, III, and IV, at Tikal, Peten, Guatemala, 








(a) Sculptured rock out«croppingj 
Calakmul, Campeche, Mexico; (^) 
exterior of Maya thatch and sapling 
house, Tizimin, Yucatan, Mexico; 
(c) interior, showing three - stone 
oven at left and hanquet'a at ex- 
treme right; beehives in thatched 
shelter, Piste, Yucatan, Mexico, found 
in all Maya villages; (^) interior of 
chamber in Palace of the Five Stories, 
Tikal, Peten, Guatemala ; (/) Stela 
10 (front), Seibal, Peten, Guate- 
mala. 


Plate 53, — Miscellaneous Views 
OF Northern Yucatan Cy d ) 

AND OF THE OlD EmPIRE (^, /) 




i?) Stela E, Quiri- 
gua, Izabal, Guate- 
mala, largest shaft of 
stone ever quarried 
by the ancient Maya. 


c) Stela 40, Piedras 
Negras, Peten, Guate- 
mala, showing the 
corn-god sowing corn. — > 


Plate 54 

Sculptures of the 
Old Empire 




have already seen, has more stelae, 103 (73 sculptured, 30 plain) mL 2 
than any other city in the Maya area. Not content with marking ""** 
the passing period-endings with the erection of a single monument 337 
at the end of each katun and half-katun, occasionally several 
monuments were set up at one timej thus, in 9.15.0.0.0 (731) 
no fewer than seven different stelae were erected to commemo- 
rate this particular katun-ending. However, even at the height 
of the Great Period, the Calakmul monuments were not of espe- 
cial esthetic merit, no sculptures of outstanding distinction having 
been produced there. The emphasis would rather seem to have 
been placed more on mass production, on quantity rather than on 
quality. The architecture at Calakmul, while extensive, is also 
not particularly distinguished, emphasis again having been placed 
on the size and number of the buildings rather than on their 
individual excellence. 

A most interesting feature at Calakmul is a sculptxxred out- 
CTopping of the native limestone, an irregularly shaped ledge 
measuring 21 feet long by 17 feet wide and perhaps 10 or I2 
inches high in the center. Seven captive figures with their hands 
bound behind their backs are carved on the top of this outcrop- 
ping, the largest figure measuring 9 feet high (Plate 53, a). 

Naranjo is another city characterized by extensive architec- 
tural remains and 47 stelae (36 sculptured, ii plain), but again 
neither buildings nor monuments are specially noteworthy. 
Naranjo was considerably smaller than Calakmul, the latter of 
which is the largest Class 2 site known. 

Nakum was a very large and important center. Its architec- 
tural remains are extensive, much more so than those of Naranjo 
but less so than those of Calakmul., It has fewer monuments, 
however — only 15 stelae (3 sculptured and 12 plain) compared 
either with Calakmul or Naranjo. There is some basis for believ- 
ing that Nakum was foimded only shortly before the end of the 
Old Empire, which might well account for the scarcity of monu- 
ments there. The only three dated stelae at Nakum are all late 
(771, 810, and 849, respectively); in fact, no Early or Middle 
Period dated monuments have been found in this city. 


PERIPHERAL CITIES OF QUIRIGUA, TONINA, AND COBA 

Quirigua (Plate 31, c), though one of the smallest cities of 
the second class, is one of the most striking because of its splendid 
series of monuments, composed of 12 sculptured stelae, 4 sculp- 
tured zoomorphs or great boulder-like mythological animals, and 
one temple. This series of 17 Ao/««-markers covers a period of 
about 65 years from 9.15.15.0.0 to 9.19.0.0.0 (a.d. 746—810), 
one ;^oto«-ending, 9.17.5.0.0 (775), even being marked by the 
erection of two stelae. The ancient Quirigua sculptors with their 
stone chisels were held in restraint in the carving of their monu- 
ments because of the hardness of the native sandstone at Quirigua, 
a sedimentary rock containing many coarse quartz crystals. Else- 
where, but not at Quirigua, a certain flamboyancy of design and 
execution crept in, especially toward the close of the Great Period. 
Here the hardness of the local stone held the sculptors to sim- 
pler designs, which give the Quirigua monuments a greater dig- 
nity and nobility than those of most other Maya cities, and ren- 
der them correspondingly more attractive to the modern eye. 

The largest block of stone ever quarried by the ancient Maya 
was found at Quirigua — that from which Stela E, dedicated in 
9.17,0.0.0 (771), was fashioned. This giant shaft of sandstone 
measures 35 feet long, 5 feet wide, 4 feet 2 inches in thickness, 
and weighs 65 tons (Plate 54, ^). 

The largest center in the southwest highlands was Tonina, a 
provincial city, and, so far as its monuments are concerned, the 
least typical of all Maya Old Empire sites. The Tonina stelae, of 
which the 16 (15 sculptured and i plain) now known, are all very 
low compared with the stelae of other Maya cities j the latter av- 
erage between 8 and 10 feet in height, while none of the Toilina 
stelae is more than 7 feet high, most of them being under 6 feet. 
They differ from all other Maya stelae also in another very im- 
portant respect: they are carved in the complete round, like statu- 
ary (Plate 54, a), a characteristic shared by no other stelae in the 
Maya area. Except for their relatively diminutive size, the Tonina 
stelae closely resemble the figures on the fronts and backs of the 
Quirigua and Copan stelae (Plates 54, and 68, respectively). 


Coba was the earliest important Old Empire city in north- 
eastern Yucatan, 9.9.10.0.0 (623) } it seems to have been founded 
about one hundred and fify years later than Oxkintok, dated 
9.2.0.0.0 (475), in northwestern Yucatan, the latter having the 
oldest surely dated sculpture (the Hieroglyphic Lintel, Plate 
18, in the northern peninsula. Coba is also the next to largest 
Class 2 center known. It is beautifully located amidst five small 
lakes, a very rare physiographic feature in the all-but-waterless 
plain of northern Yucatan. The largest. Lake Coba, from which 
the site takes its name, is just under a mile in length and half a 
mile in width (Plate 37, i>). 

The city is chiefly notable for the following four character- 
istics: 

1. Its highly favored location around the shores of the five lakes 
just mentioned. 

2. Its exceedingly long period of occupation, probably longer 
than that of any other Maya city, either of the Old Empire, 
or the New, going back to 9.9.10.0.0 (623) and coming down 
to late New Empire times, say the fourteenth or fifteenth 
centuries — a matter of seven or eight hundred years. 

3. The presence of more Old Empire stelae — 32 (23 sculptured 
and 9 plain) — than at any other two cities in northern Yuca- 
tan combined. 

4. The sacbeooby or raised, artificial roads, of which there are at 
least sixteen known, a veritable network of stone causeways 
connecting the central section of the site with its outlying 
groups. 

The word sacbe (^sacbeoob, plural) means in Maya “artificial 
road” — sac, “something artificial, made by hand,” and be, “road.” 
These roads are built of the local limestone and vary in height 
from two to eight feet above the ground level, depending upon 
surface inequalities of the terrain (Plate 55, «). They usually 
run straight as an arrow; their sides are built of roughly dressed 
stone and their tops covered with a limy gravel, a natxiral lime- 



cement called sahcab^ which hardens under wetting arid pressure. 

“■*“ The roads are about 1 5 feet wide and vary in length from less 

340 than a mile to 62.3 miles. The longest causeway (Plate 19) runs 
generally westward from Coba to Yaxuna and is straight except 
for the following very slight deviations: during the first 20 miles 
west from Coba there are five minor changes of direction, probably 
introduced to allow the road to pass through small intervening 
settlements} the causeway is straight throughout its middle third, 
21.3 miles long, and straight for the last stretch of 2i miles, the 
bearing of this last section being almost the same as that of the 
second section. Two of these causeways, which intersect each other 
just south of the narrow isthmus between the two largest lakes 
at Coba, appear clearly as two straight lines across the face of the 
forest in the airplane picture of the Coba region shown in Plate 

37 ,^- 

Perhaps the most interesting discovery in connection with 
the Coba- Yaxuna highway was the finding of an ancient Maya 
road-roller just west of the small site of Ekal where the causeway 
changes direction for the last time, and goes west. This large 
cylinder of limestone, now broken in two pieces (Plate 55, ^), 
measiures 13 feet long, 2 feet 4 inches in diameter, and weighs 
5 tons. There is room for fifteen men to have pushed this at one 
time and when rolled back and forth along the highway on top 
of the lime-gravel finish, it must have packed the latter into a 
hard-surface layer. 

Several important deductions may be made from this cause- 
way: First, it was built from east to west, that is, from Coba to 
Yaxuna} and, further, when it was constructed — ^probably not 
later than the Middle Period of the Old Empire — Coba was the 
largest city in northeastern Yucatan. This becomes apparent 
when it is noted that of the seven changes in direction of the high- 
way the first six are made within 20 miles of Coba in order to 
pass through smaller settlements dependent on it, whereas the 
western terminus Yaxuna, at that early date in the Maya occu- 
pation of Yucatan, was still a small place in the then-remote 
wilderness. Again, had Chichen Itza then been the metropolis 


that it later became this highway would have connected Goba with 
Chichen Itza and not Coba with Yaxuna. A fine highway from 
New York to Gary, Indiana, instead of being carried on the few 34 ^ 
remaining miles into Chicago would be a modern analogy. Ob- 
viously when this highway was built, Chichen Itza had not yet 
been established as a center of Maya culture. Indeed, I strongly 
believe that Old Empire culture was first introduced into north- 
eastern Yucatan along the east-coast region and via Coba, and that 
it was first carried to Chichen Itza by Old Empire Maya from 
Yaxuna about 9.4.0.0.0 (514), as already described (chapter iv, 
pp. 76-80). 

KABAH, A CITY OF THE PUUC, OR YUCATAN HILL COUNTRY 

The region behind or south of the two converging ranges of 
low hills that come together just northwest of Uxmal (Plate i) 
is called the Puuc (Maya hilly country). During the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries, this section of Yucatan supported the 
densest population in the entire northern half of the Peninsula, a 
population which was gathered around many ceremonial centers, 
the most important of which was Uxmal, already described, and 
the second largest, Kabah, located only nine miles southeast of 
Uxmal and connected therewith by a stone causeway. Kabah was 
doubtless a dependent city of the Xiu state, since it was so near 
the Xiu capital and, moreover, is connected with it by the cause- 
way just mentioned. The most interesting structure at Kabah 
is the so-called Palace of the Masks (Plate 56, «), which is 151 
feet long and contains ten handsome chambers arranged in two 
tiers of five each} the chambers of each pair are built one directly 
behind the other, with a single outside doorway for each pair. The 
exteriors of most Maya buildings, as will be explained in the 
next section, are usually devoid of sculptural decoration below 
the medial molding, while the often exceedingly rich and intricate 
mosaics are principally concentrated in the upper half of the 
fagades. The Palace of the Masks, however, is different in this 
respect. It stands on a low platform, the face of which is deco- 
rated with a single row of mask panels} above this is a rich lower 


* • molding, surmounted by the lower half of the fagade composed 

of three rows of mask panels rxmning entirely across the front 
342 of the building. The medial molding of this building is perhaps 
the most ornate of any in Yucatanj above it, in the upper half of 
the fagade, there are again three rows of mask panels, the top- 
most row being surmounted by a third and terminal molding. 
The effect of this lavishly sculptured fagade is overwhelming, 
and the building itself is one of the handsomest examples of 
Puuc architecture that has come down to us. 

Another unique feature at Klabah is the stone arch shown in 
Plate 56, b. It stands disconnected from any other building at the 
beginning of the stone causeway leading to Uxmal, the arch hav- 
ing a span of fifteen feet. What was it.? — a triumphal arch com- 
memorating some long-forgotten Maya victory? Or, perhaps 
more likely, was it a formal gateway dedicated to some deity of the 
Maya pantheon? Who knows? All who could have told are gone, 
and these questions, like so many others, remain unanswered. 

ARCHITECTURE 

ORIGIN 

Maya stone architecture is as distinctive as Greek, Roman, or 
Gothic. It has its own canons, its own structural practices, its 
local variations, but fundamentally it is one, and has but a single 
point of origin — namely northern central Peten, probably at the 
city of Tikal or Uaxactun. 

It has been suggested that the thatched hut of modern Yuca- 
tan, with its sharply pitched roof of two slopes, which has re- 
mained unchanged since Old Empire times, was the prototype 
of the Maya corbel-arched stone buildings. This theory is not 
improbable. The thatched hut of the common people, just the 
same two thousand years ago as it still is today, was rectangular 
with rounded endsj it is about 22 to 24 feet in length by 12 to 
14 feet in width. The side walls and rounded ends are made of 
saplings daubed with mud, or of tmdressed stone, not more than 
7 feet in height j resting on them, a framework of poles, rising 


another 12 or 15 feet, supports the sharply pitched two-slope 
roof of thatch (Plate 57, a). 

Representations of these homes of the common people occur 343 
both in wall-paintings and fagade decorations of the New Empire 
(Plates 57, and 90, and Fig. 54, p. 424). The actual founda- 
tions of such a house, even to the prints of the saplings which 
formed the rounded ends and straight side walls, have been 
found in one of the earliest levels of the palace (Structure A-V) 
at Uaxactun. The sharply sloping interiors of these thatch-roofed 
houses somewhat resemble the steep slopes of the corbel-vaulted, 
stone-roofed buildings, and this resemblance is further enhanced 
by the wooden cross-poles found in the chambers of Maya stone 
buildings (Plate 53, ^), which look like the cross-poles of Maya 
thatched huts. The sharply sloping roofs of the latter were doubt- 
less for the purpose of shedding water rapidly, so that it would 
not penetrate the thatch, but the resemblance between the thatched 
huts and the stone buildings, particularly as viewed from the in- 
side of each, is so close as to suggest forcibly that the interior 
slopes of the thatched roofs originally gave rise to the idea of 
the stone-corbel roof -vaults. 

All materials for stone masonry were everywhere close at 
hand, and in the greatest abundance: an easily worked building- 
material, the local limestone, which, on burning, yielded lime; 
and many gravel deposits, the gravel of which was used in mortar 
in place of sand. It was inevitable, given the high intelligence 
and native genius of the ancient Maya, coupled with their strong 
religious fervor, that they should develop a great religious archi- 
tecture of their own, which is just what they did. Beyond the 
immediate needs of their domestic economy — corn-planting, pot- 
tery-making, and weaving — ^no other activity consumed so much 
of their remaining time and energy as did their architecture. 

THE OLDEST EXAMPLE OF MAYA ARCHITECTURE 

We saw in Table III (facing p. 40) that there were presum- 
ably no stone buildings in the first and second periods at Uaxactun, 
Pre-Maya I and II; but since the people had to live in something. 



and had to have shelters for even their simple gods, they un- 

' """ doubtedly had houses of thatch, which have since entirely dis- 

344 appeared. In the third period — ^Pre-Maya III — ^however, low 
stone walls one or two courses high begin to appear. It is doubt- 
ful that stone buildings proper were erected at the beginning of 
this period j the low stone walls found in association with early 
Chicanel pottery were simply retaining or facing walls of low 
platforms, which supported superstructures of perishable ma- 
terials only, such as saplings and thatch. Toward the close of Pre- 
Maya III, however, we find our first large stone construction. 
Strictly speaking it was still not a building but a pyramid for 
supporting a superstructure of saplings and thatch. 

The earliest example of Maya stone architecture that has sur- 
vived is the stucco-covered under-pyramid, E-VII-sub, at Uax- 
actun (Plate 17, ^), and the reason for its remarkable state of 
preservation is' simple: Very shortly after it was finished, perhaps 
sometime during the second century of the Christian Era, it was 
completely covered by a rough-rubble, masonry pyramid, E-VII 
(Plate 17, tf). The sides of this later construction also had origi- 
nally been decorated with great stucco masks like the earlier 
E-VII-sub (Plate 58). The top of this later, stucco-covered 
pyramid was so small that it obviously could never have supported 
a stone building; there was not enough space for one on its sum- 
mit. Furthermore, when the rubble-hearting of the later E-VII 
which had completely encased and preserved E-VII-sub was 
removed, it was found that this earlier pyramid also had never 
supported a stone superstructure, because in the lime-plaster floor- 
ing of the summit of E-VII-sub four filled-in postholes forming 
a rectangle were found; these undoubtedly had originally held 
the corner posts of a thatch-and-sapling superstructure. 

This stucco-covered pyramid, ascended by four stairways, 
one on each side, and decorated with sixteen heroic-sized stucco 
masks each eight feet square (Plate 58), is a marvel of early 
Maya architecture. It was never painted, and its lime-stucco 
finish when first uncovered glistened like silver in the sunlight. 
Its style is so early as to be proto-Maya, rather than pure Maya 
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<?) Maya thatch and sapling house, Hacienda Xanlum, Yucatan, Mexico. 
Plate «;7. — Maya Thatch and Sapling House 


i>) Reproduction of house in stone as an element of facade decoration, 
4 South wing of the Nunnery Quadrangle, Uxmal, Yucatan, Mexico. 




in character. However, though built of masonry, it is only a sub- 
structure, and clearly antedates the first stone buildings proper. 
It is in fact, barring the low walls of the early Chicane! ceramic 
period just mentioned^ the oldest Maya stone construction that 
has come down to us and probably dates from the second century 
of the Christian Era. 

CORBELED-STONE ROOF-VAULTING 

With the introduction of the stone-stela complex and Tzakol 
pottery at Uaxactun about 8.14.0.0.0 (317), we meet the earliest 
example of corbeled-stone roof-vaulting in the Maya area. This 
is found in one of the lowest levels of the palace at Uaxactun, 
however, and is not used in the roof-vault of a chamber but only 
in that of a tomb. Probably as early as 8.17.0.0.0 (376), how- 
ever, the first corbeled vaults were being used to roof chambers. 
The earliest examples of roof-vaults are very crude, composed of 
rough, unshaped, flat stones, laid in a thick bed of mortar and 
small stone} the imder slopes of the corbeled arches, or soffits, 
are also covered with a thick coat of plaster, and present very 
uneven surfaces (Fig. 34, and ^). 

About a himdred years after its introduction at Uaxactun, 
during the fourth century, the use of corbeled roof -vaults began 
to spread in all directions. It reached the extreme southeast at 
Copan, possibly as early as 9.0.0.0.0 (435) } northwestern Yuca- 
tan at Oxkintok, surely as early as 9.2.0.0.0 (475) } northeastern 
Yucatan at Tulum, perhaps as early as 9.6.10.0.0 (564) 5 and the 
Usumacinta Valley by 9.10.0.0.0 (633), or possibly even earlier. 

Before the end of the Old Empire, in 10.8.0.0.0 (987), the 
corbeled roof-vault had penetrated to every part of the Maya 
area and, curiously enough, it was restricted to the Maya area. 
It is not found today in any of the immediately adjacent regions} 
its westernmost occurrence is at Comalcalco in the state of Tabasco, 
Mexico, and its southeasternmost occurrences at Papalguapa and 
Asuncion Mita in southeastern Guatemala. The corbeled roof- 
vault does not occur at all in the highlands of Guatemala except in 
the roofing of a few scattered tombs. Its scarcity probably is due 



Fig. 34. — Cross-sections of Maya corbeled vaults: (a) Monjas Annex, Chicken 
Itzaj (^) section of ordinary arch with hat capstones and undressed sides, 
characteristic of the Old Empire 5 {c) viaduct, Palenquej {d) Temple E-X, 
Uaxactun; {e) section of ordinary arch with flat capstones and dressed sides, 
characteristic of the New Empire; (/) section of ordinary arch with flat capstones, 
dressed sides, and curved soffit slopes; (g) Palace (Structure A-V), Uaxactun; 
{h) arcade through Governor’s Palace, Uxmal; {%) Trifoil arch, Palace, Paien- 
que; (/) second story, Monjas, Chicken Itza. 



to the intense earthquake activity of this latter region. Finally, 
the only section of either the Old or New Empire where corbeled- 
stone roof-vaulting has not been found is in the Pasion Valley. 347 
This valley is wide and the ranges of hills bounding it stand well 
back from the river, which explains a relative scarcity of building 
stone along or near the riverbank. Most of the six or seven 
known sites, none so large as Class 2, are located near the river- 
bank, away from the hills. Moreover, not one of these sites has 
been excavated, and it is probable that corbeled-stone roof-vaults- 
will eventually be found at one or more of them. 

FLAT, LIME-CONCRETE AND BEAM ROOFS 

In addition to the corbeled roof -vaults described above, there 
is another type of roofing found in Maya architecture — ^namely 
flat, lime-concrete and beam roofs. Although these latter would 
logically seem to have preceded the more complicated corbeled 
roofs, they have not been commonly found, perhaps because 
when fallen they are difficult to identify. 

They have been discovered in the Old Empire at Piedras 
Negras, Uaxactun, and Tzimin Kaxj in the New Empire at 
Chichen Itza; and at relatively late sites along the east coast of 
Yucatan, notably at Tulum and Chac Mool. These lime-concrete 
roofs were constructed on top of crossbeams, the interbeam spaces 
first being filled with temporary wattlework of saplings. On this 
wattlework and on the beams, a lime-concrete roofing was then 
built up to the thickness of a foot or morej when the latter had set 
firmly the wattlework was removed leaving individual small arches 
between the beams. This method of roofing is still practiced com- 
monly in Yucatan today. In actual excavation, the residue of such 
roofs is hard to identify as such, since they disintegrate into little 
more than small stones and a powdery lime. However, in practi- 
cally all cases where vault-stones are not found in excavating 
masonry buildings, it is safe to assume that such structures had 
formerly been roofed with these flat, lime-concrete and beam 
roofs; and they were probably far more common than the meager 
evidence we now have of them suggests. 
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DESCRIPTION OF BUILDINGS 


I 



O Practically all Maya buildings were built on substructures 
which vary in height, depending upon the use of the buildings 
they support j they vary from low terraces 2 to 6 feet high in 
the case of palaces, monasteries, and domiciliary buildings, to 
as much as 150 feet high in the case of the highest pyramid- 
temples (Temple IV at Tikal). These substructures are ascended 
by broad, steep stairways on one or more sides. The buildings 
proper are usually set back on the summits of their respective 
substructures, leaving a wide space between their fronts and the 
stairways giving access to them. At the back and sides, however, 
they are built dose to the edges of the substructure. 

Maya facades are usually divided into two main horizontal 
bands or zones by a medial molding running entirely around the 
building about halfway up the height of the exterior wall. An- 
other similar molding runs around the top of the building (Plates 
46, i, and 47). Roofs are made of hard lime-concrete and are 
flat, usually a little higher in the center than around the edges, 
though never by more than a footj they slope toward the sides to 
facilitate the immediate drainage of the heavy rainfall. At Copan, 
Chichen Itza, and Uxmal, there are sometimes projecting gar- 
goyle-like roof drains to carry off the water from the roofs. 

On top of the roof, parallel with the front of the building 
and usually directly over the central axis, a high wall running the 
entire length is frequently found. These roof walls are sometimes 
as high again as the building itself, and are nonstructural in nature, 
their only purpose being decorative. 

These nonstructural walls on the tops of Maya buildings have 
been called roof -combs j they have no counterpart in our own 
architecture, unless it be in the false fronts of wooden buildings 
in our early western boom towns. 

Ground plans vary greatly according to the purpose which the 
building served (Fig. 35). Temples (Fig. 25 , l>) usually have 
fewer rooms than palaces j indeed, the usual type of temple has 
but two chambers, one directly behind the other, entered by one 
or three exterior doorways in the front wall. The iimer chamber 



Li'jrjS ajt±±ir±±ifs 

j k 


[IE3I1 dll i ffl Elllfe CXm 

1 m n 

ra E3 EH] 

; ;,'o , ■ p . , q 

Fig. 35. — ^Maya ground plans: {a) Palace, Santa Rosa Xtampak; {h) Temple IV, 
Tikalj {c) Caracol or astronomical observatory, Chichen Itza; (d) Temple E-II, 
Uascactun; {e) Akabtzib, Cbichen Itza; (/) Vapor bath No, 2, Chichen Itza; 
(g) Castillo or principal Temple of Kukulcan, Chichen Itza; {k) ball court, 
Chichen Itza; (#) Northwest Colonnade, Chichen Itza; (/) Structure 33, Yax- 
chilan; (k) Governor’s Palace, Uxmal; (/) House of the Turtles, Uxmai; (m) 
House of the Pigeons, Uxmai; («) Structure 21, Yaxchilan; (0) Temple of the 
Sun, Palenque; (f) Temple 22, Copan; (jf) Red House, Chichen Itza, 


2 JUII was the sanctuary proper, while the outer chamber was used for 
"""" less sacred ceremonies (Fig. 35> ?)* palace type of build- 

350 which is usually long, there are generally two ranges of cham- 
bers, one directly behind the other. These may have doorways 
in the front wall, in which case the inner chambers are entered 
through doorways in the back walls of the chambers directly in 
front of themj or again the back range of chambers may be 
entered directly through doorways in the back wall of the build- 
ing (Fig. 35 , and ni). In this latter case doorways are rarely 
found in the long central wall separating the two ranges, and 
almost never are they found in the transverse partition walls. 
These last observations apply especially to the “palaces” of the 
New Empire} however, at Piedras Negras (Old Empire) door- 
ways in both the medial and transverse walls are not infrequent. 

There are no windows as such, though occasionally small 
rectangular openings pierce the upper half of the fagade for 
ventilating the otherwise airless chambers. A number of ground 
plans are shown in Figure 35 } they exhibit considerable variety, 
but most of them may be traced back directly to a few simple 
forms, of which the two most common are the temple type and 
the palace type. 

Another point worthy of mention in connection with Maya 
architecture is that no matter how skillfully their individual 
building blocks may have been cut and dressed (and in the case 
of mosaic elements, carved as well), all walls, both' exterior and 
interior, were originally covered with lime-plaster, which hid all 
joints. Again, and especially in the case of buildings in Yucatan, 
no attempt was made to break joints. This is proved by the fact 
that the blocks appearing in Yucatan facades are not truly func- 
tional in character, being only in the nature of a veneer j this 
veneer frequently peels ofiF, leaving the walls standing. The walls 
are, in fact, monolithic, being made of solid lime-concrete. 

In the smaller towns and villages of northern Yucatan, lime- 
kilns are still made as they were in ancient times, and the local 
limestone is still burned to make lime just as it probably has been 
done for the last two thousand years. A place in the forest is se- 


lected and completely cleared. Fagots of wood about two feet long 2 JLS 
are next cut and laid in a circle varying from ten to twenty feet in ““ 
diameter depending upon the size of the kiln to be built. These 35 ^ 
fagots are laid with their lengths parallel to the radii of the circle, 
a hole about a foot in diameter being left in the center. This 
neatly laid pile of wood is built to a height of about four feet 
(Plate 76, a). On top of it, beginning about a foot back from its 
outer edge, are piled broken pieces of limestone about the size of 
one’s fist. These are heaped to a height of another two feet. 

When this is finished the kiln is fired by dropping leaves and 
rotten wood into the bottom of the hole at the center and igniting 
them. The fire thus works from the bottom up and from the 
inside of the kiln outward. Two precautions, the Maya believe, 
are vital to a successful burn: first there must be no wind at all, 
so that the kiln will burn evenly on all sides at the same time, the 
flames working straight upward through the piled fagots and stone 
fragments j and second no women must be allowed even to ap- 
proach the spot, and should one as much as touch the kiln the 
burn will be a failure. It takes thirty-six hours for a kiln to 
burn completely, and when a good burn has been achieved the 
limestone fragments are completely reduced to a pile of powdered 
lime (Plate 76, b). 

Some archaeologists consider that the labor involved in cut- 
ting the wood for Maya lime-kilns and door-lintels with only 
stone axes was greater even than that involved in quarrying the 
enormous quantities of stone used in their buildings. 

As is to be expected, not only pronounced temporal differences 
but also marked regional variations developed in Maya archi- 
tecture during the twelve hundred odd years that these ancient 
people were erecting stone buildings. These variations are clearly 
reflected in different types of assemblage, and in details of con- 
struction as well as in styles of decoration. However, consider- 
ing the long span of time covered by their building activity, the 
large area where it flourished, and the many diverse local in- 
fluences which affected its development, Maya architecture is, 
on the whole, singularly homogeneous. 


•jyj CI-ASSIFICATION OF BUILDINGS 

*** An attempt has been made in Table VIII to classify Maya 
buildings and other constructions objectively, that is, according 
to their probable uses as temples, palaces, etc. Such a classification 
is by no means rigid as there are bound to be borderline cases 
which will fall equally well into one or the other of two groups; 
but in general, the characteristics and, in many cases, the functions 
of the buildings are so obvious that the classification given in Table 
VIII will be found to be fairly eidiaustive. 

DECORATION OF BUILDINGS 

In the early part of the Old Empire the buildings do not 
appear to have been heavily decorated, certainly not with carved- 
stone elements. Facades, as a rule, were vertical with medial and 
top moldings; these latter were made of projecting courses of 
rough stones and in all cases were brought to a finish with coats 
of plaster (Plate 59, a and b'). Some Old Empire buildings, at 
Copan, Palenque, and Tikal for example, have sloping fagades 
above the level of the medial molding, which are much like our 
own mansard roofs of the ’seventies and ’eighties. Later the upper 
zones of the fajade, that is, the area between the medial and top 
moldings, began to be somewhat sparingly decorated, mostly with 
stucco at first. This type of fagade decoration reached its highest 
development in the Old Empire at Palenque during the Middle 
Period when both the upper and lower zones of the fagade were 
richly embellished with elaborate designs, even including hiero- 
glyphic inscriptions. These designs were molded in very hard 
lime-stucco, built upon, and held in place by rough stones pro- 
jecting from the fagade. 

There does not seem to have been much carved-stone deco- 
ration in the upper half of the fagade during the Old Empire 
except at Copan and Quirigua, certainly nothing comparable to 
that found in New Empire buildings. Occasionally sculpture 
was employed in exterior decoration — in wall panels (Piedras 
Negras), or on ramps flanking stairways (Palenque, Copan, 
Quirigua), and on the risers of steps (in rare cases on the treads). 






a) ^^Quarry stumps” on base of Stela J, Quirigua, Izabal, Guatemala, 


Plate 62. — Quarrying Operations, Old Empire 


4 Two partially quarried shafts, Calakmul, Campeche, Mexico, 


These steps are sometimes found to be carved with hieroglyphic 
inscriptions (Copan, Quirigua, Paienque, Yaxchiian, Naranjo, 
Seibal, La Amelia, Etzna). The use of sculpture as a means of 353 
decoration in the interiors of Old Empire buildings is also not 
common. It occurs on sanctuary tablets at Paienque already de- 
scribed and illustrated (Plate 32, ^), on the jambs of and flank- 
ing interior doorways at Copan, and on the risers of interior steps 
and wall decorations at Quirigua, but it is still unusual. 

As we come down to the New Empire, however, we find the 
practice of using sculpture as decoration changed. In the Chenes 
region just north of the Old Empire, in central Campeche and 
western Quintana Roo, Mexico, facades are elaborately deco- 
rated, not only above, but also below the medial molding. These 
Chenes facades are indeed the most ornate and complicated in 
the Maya area. The Puuc area, lying in the low hilly country 
of northern central Yucatan, north and northwest of the Chenes 
region, is the most fertile and densely populated section of the 
New Empire. In this area, which is the home of the neo-classic 
Maya architecture, sculpture is largely confined to the upper 
zones of fagades (Plates 25, a, 46, i>, and 47), though an occasional 
sculptured lower zone is also found (Plate 56, a). The designs 
are largely geometric: small, engaged half-columns, frets, lattice- 
work patterns, and mask panels (Plate 60), though occasionally 
human, animal, bird, and serpent figures are tenoned into the 
upper halves of the fajades. 

In the Puuc region the individual elements of these vast, 
sculptural mosaics in heroic size are better-shaped, -dressed, 
-carved, and -fitted than they are anywhere else, either in the 
New Empire or the Old. Here architecture reached heights 
never attained before, and never, so far as the Maya are con- 
cerned, equaled again. Sculpture, so exquisitely developed dur- 
ing the Old Empire, principally in the decoration of stelae and 
altars, languished as an independent art in New Empire times. 

It became subordinate to architecture, and, indeed, was almost 
exclusively restricted to fagade embellishment, with the result 
that separate, independent pieces of sculpture largely disappeared. 
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Sculpture suffered because of this limitation. While architecture 
in the New Empire reached new levels of beauty and dignity, 
sculpture declined, never again approaching the magnificent pro- 
ductions of the Old Empire. Such New Empire sculptures as 
there are, for the most part, are heavy, awkward, and in some 
cases, even crude (Plates 73 and 74). Gone are the skill and 
cunning of the Old Empire chisels, gone the grandeur and dig- 
nity of the earlier religion which inspired the Praxiteles’ of the 
Old Empire to the execution of their masterpieces. 

A still later architectural phase is the mixed Maya-Mexican 
architecture which reached its highest expression at Chichen Itza. 
The ubiquitous feathered serpent, Kukulcan, the Mexican Quet- 
zalcoatl, dominates the scene. The chief temples are erected in his 
honor. His likeness sprawls over columns and balustrades. His 
buildings are characterized by battered (sloping) bases, their 
roofs ornamented with striking stone frets. The closest analogy 
offered by modern architecture are the grills, or low iron fences, 
which run around the edges of old-fashioned, mansard roofs. 
Some structures are definitely of Mexican origin, such as the 
Tzompandi, or Place of the Skulls, where the skulls of sacrificial 
victims were preserved, impaled on wooden stakes. The Tzom- 
pantli at Chichen Itza is an open platform about 1 85 feet long, 
40 feet wide, and 6 feet high, the sides of which are decorated 
with sculptured representations of skulls fixed upon stakes, four 
skulls to a stake (Plate 61, a). Buildings at Chichen Itza, as well 
as substructures, are decorated with human, animal, bird, and 
serpent motifs, less and less use being made of the purely geo- 
metric elements common in the decoration of Puuc architecture. 
Heroic-sized reclining human statues, the so-called Chac Mool 
figures stand at the portals of the temples (Plate 73, d) for the 
purpose of receiving offering from the faithful. Finally, this 
Maya-Mexican architecture 's characterized by the frequent use 
of great colonnades, which probably served as assembly halls or 
council chambers. Sometimes these are as long as two or three 
hundred feet and contain four and five ranges of corbeled arches 
supported by sapodilla beams running from column to column. 


Against their back walls are sculptured thrones, flanked by benches 
with sloping backs for reclining (Plates 40, a and 61, ^). Archi- 
tecture has become less massive, but more open, less heavy, but 
more graceful. 

It is strange that, with all their great knowledge of masonry, 
the ancient Maya failed to develop the principle of the true or 
keystone arch, only having achieved the corbeled or so-called 
false arch. This is doubly strange in view of the fact that they 
must have occasionally seen examples of naturally formed true 
arches when their stone buildings began to collapse. 

Not infrequently, when wooden door-lintels in Maya build- 
ings decay and give way, only a small part of the masonry above 
them falls, only enough to permit a natural arch to form over the 
opening, the wall and roof above often remaining intact. Indeed, 
in a structure at Nakum, such an accidental but nevertheless true 
arch was thus formed and was plastered over so as to give it the 
appearance of a keystone arch. 

And yet with this example, and others like it, constantly be- 
fore them the ancient Maya never seem to have recognized and 
deliberately utilized the principle of the true arch in their build- 
ings. 



fiULPTURE AND MODELING 


MATERIALS AND TOOLS 

LIMESTONE was the principal stone used by the ancient Maya 
for sculpturing because it was by far the most plentiful, being 
found practically everywhere in the Yucatan Peninsula. A few 
cities like Quirigua, Pusilha, and Tonina employed sandstone, the 
native rock in their respective localities, and the city of Copan 
used andesite, a volcanic tuff. However, these are the rare excep- 
tions; limestone was almost universally the material utilized by 
ancient Maya .sculptors. 

Wood, stucco, and clay were also employed in Maya sculpture 
and modeling, although much less commonly than stone. By the 
fourth century of the Christian Era stone had replaced wood as 
a medium for sculpture except in the case of carved sapodilla door- 
lintels (Plate 32, a) and chamber-beams (Plate 53, e) . As we have 
seen, some idols were carved from Spanish cedar in the New Em- 
pire, but unfortunately none of them survived. Idols were also 
modeled from clay, particularly in the form of incense burners, 
and stucco found extensive use in architectural decoration. The 
lapidary art, particularly as applied to jade carving and engrav- 
ing, will be described in chapter xvi (pp. 425-30). 

It is probably true that wood sculpture preceded stone sculp- 
ture among the Maya, as would appear to be the natural order, 
but no evidence survives. This, however, is readily understand- 
able in view of the heavy rainfall and excessive humidity of the 
Old Empire climate. If the earliest monuments were of wood, 
they would long since have rotted away in a region where the 
oldest trees, in spite of their great size, are less than two hundred 
years old. 

The earliest Maya. stelae were probably made of wood as 


already mentioned in chapter iii (p. 46). We get our first 
glimpses of Maya chronology as recorded in the hieroglyphic 
writing on the stone stelae of the early fourth century, where it is 359 
already a fully formed, perfected, and intricate device for meas- 
uring time. No simple beginnings have been found, no faltering 
first steps, no preliminary trials and errors. When we first en- 
counter it, Maya chronology is already complete as it stands, which 
might indicate that the earlier stages of this development were 
recorded on wood or some other perishable medium. 

The tools of the Maya sculptors were of *stone exclusively, 
although wooden mallets were quite probably used at one time. 

The principal tools were chisels and hammerstones. The former 
(Fig. 36) vary in length from two to six inches and have one cut- 
ting edge, the opposite end being rounded to receive blows from a 
hammerstone or wooden mallet j the hammerstones are roughly 
spherical in shape and vary from two to three inches in diameter. 

Both types of tools are made from hard basic rocks such as basalt 
and diorite. 



Fig. 36. — ^Maya stone chisels. 


The native limestone is relatively soft as it occurs in the 
ground, but becomes much harder after exposure. It was quar- 
ried with comparative facility, and it was also easily carved while 
still fresh from the quarries. In the previously mentioned cities 
of Quirigua, Tonina, and Pusilha the sculptors’ medium was 
sandstone, which has the same quality of relative softness as the 


1 


SSmm local Peten and Yucatan limestones, being rather soft while still 
in the ground and hardening noticeably on exposure to weather. 

3 ^° On the other hand, the andesite used in Copan is of about the same 
hardness before being quarried as afterward, and it is so fine- 
grained, even-textured, and free of cleavage planes that it is ad- 
mirably adapted to being carved with chisels of basalt or diorite. 

Copan andesite, however, has one serious drawback — ^it con- 
tains nodules of flint which are so hard that the basalt and diorite 
rhisftls of the Copan sculptors could not have worked them, 
* When such nodules were encount- 



ered they were either removed al- 
together, making a depression in the 
face of the monument, or they were 
left protruding. Sometimes examples 
of both practices occur on the same 
monument, as for example, on Stela 
D, and sometimes, when the inclusion 


Fig. 37.-Initial Series introducing was too difficult to remove entirely, 
glyph on Stela 2 , Copan, Honduras. the projecting part was battered off. 

In the case of the human head in the 


center of the Initial Series introdudng-glyph on Stela 2 (Fig. 37), 
clever manipulations by Copan sculptors incorporated a stubborn 
nodule into the design itself. The human, animal, bird, and rep- 
tilian heads so often represented in Maya inscriptions almost in- 
variably are shown facing the observer’s left, but this particular 
profile faces to the right. However, by reversing the direction in 
which the head faced, this flinty inclusion, fortunately round, fell 
in exactly the right position to serve as the earplug. 

Maya sculpture was doubtless finished by abrasion, that is by 
rubbing down and wearing off minute surface inequalities. After 
this it was invariably painted, usually a dark red. This red pig- 
ment was probably made from ah oxide of iron that was to be had 
in quantities from anthills which abound in the forest. Other col- 
ors were used, however, blue being the next most common. The 
pigments were ground and probably mixed with copal, for the 
paint used still adheres to the stone in many places with the 


tenacity of a good varnish j indeed varnish made from the resin 
of the copal tree, found everywhere, is the best commercial varnish 
known today. Although the colors have for the most part worn 
off the monuments because of exposure to the elements, traces of 
the original paint can still be found occasionally where the relief 
is high and undercut. 

In quarrying the shafts of stone from which the stelae were 
to be made, advantage was taken of natural cleavage planes in 
the local rock. This is best seen in the case of some of the Qui- 
rigua stelae, the cross-sections of which are trapezoidal in shape. 



Fig. 38. — Quarry at Mitla, Oaxaca, Mexico. After Holmes. 


no single corner being a right angle. The following method was 
employed in quarrying at the Old Empire center of Calakmul as 
shown in Plate 62, here two blocks of stone lying side by side 
appear in process of being quarried. In this case the blocks seem 
to have been freed from the surrounding limestone by digging 
down along their sides and ends with stone chisels and mauls, 
preparatory to prying them loose from the bedrock with long 
hardwood poles. Several of the Quirigua stelae still show these 
so-called “quarry stumps” on their plain undressed butts (Plate 
62, a). 

The late William Henry Holmes, former Head Curator of 
Anthropology at the United States National Museum, has 
sketched an ancient quarry site near the ruins of Mitla in the State 
of Oaxaca, Mexico (Fig. 38), which shows blocks of stone in 




various stages of being freed from the native rock deposit accord- 
ing to the process described above. 

The French artist, Jean Chariot, has very kindly made for this 
book four original drawings illustrating the four principal steps 
in making a Maya stela as he conceives the process to have been: 
(i) quarrying the shaft, (2) transporting it, (3) erecting it, and 
(4) sculpturing it. 

The first step has been described above (Plate 64, a), and the 
second is shown in Plate 64, if. The forests of Peten abound in 
hardwood trees of all kinds and sizes, sections of which would 
have served admirably for rollers, and wild agaves as well as other 
fiber-yielding plants for making ropes and cables are equally com- 
mon. The third step, that of erecting the shaft, which was done 
before it was sculptured, is shown in Plate 65, A three-sided 
square or rectangular socket to fit the butt of the shaft was made, 
sometimes of masonry but more often of tightly packed stones and 
clay. Then, by means of a ramp of earth or logs and an “A” type 
of frame built out of stout beams the shaft was probably pulled up- 
right and the fourth side of the socket was filled in afterward. 
It is important to note that the shafts were brought from the 
quarries in an unfinished state, only roughly blocked out} then 
they were set up and later carved, scaffolds of poles being built 
so that the sculptors could reach the upper parts of the shaft 
(Plate 65, b). The designs are so intricate and the relief so deli- 
cate that sculpturing could have been done only after the shaft 
had been erected in the position it was to occupy finally. 

STONE SCULPTURE 

The earliest stone sculptures in the Maya area, not counting 
the Leyden Plate, which is of semiprecious jade, are the earliest 
group of monuments at Uaxactun m northern central Peten and 
date from the fourth century of the Christian Era (chapter iv, p. 
56). The human figures on these earliest monuments are always 
shown in the same position— head, legs, and feet in profile, either 
left or right} torso and arms in full front} and feet in tandem. 
This is the first position of the human figure in Maya art. It is 


found on the Leyden Plate, the earliest dated object known (320 ; 
see Plate and on Stela 9 at Uaxactun, the earliest known 

large stone monument (328; see Plate 16). This earliest posi- 
tion of the human figure in Maya art, moreover, is found exclu- 
sively at Uaxactun and seems to have passed out of use even there 
before the close of Baktun 8 (435). 

The next position is a little easier and more natural. The toes 
of the near or back foot are advanced slightly, overlapping the 
heel of the jar or front foot, so that the position of the feet is no 
longer tandem. This position is seen on Stela 2 at Tikal and again 
on Stela 5 at Uaxactun (see Plate 63) with the rest of the body 
remaining unchanged. This second position also appears first at 
Uaxactun before the close of Baktun 8 (435). The profile presen- 
tation of the human figure spread from Tikal and Uaxactun to 
other cities; it persisted throughout Maya history with little 
change and is by far the most common position of the human 
figure in Maya art. 

To Uaxactun or possibly to Tikal also belongs credit for hav- 
ing sculptured the human figure in full front view for the first 
time, for the earliest certain example of this is on Stela 26 at 
Uaxactun, dedicated in 9.0.10.0.0 (445). This very early monu- 
ment was discovered beneath the floor of Shrine II in one of the 
earliest levels of the palace (Structure A-V), The figure on its 
front would almost appear to have been intentionally rubbed oflF 
(Plate 63, b). The carving even when new was in low relief, but 
notwithstanding this and in spite of the practical certainty that an 
attempt had been made to efl^ace the carving in ancient times, it is 
still possible to distinguish the outline of the lower half of the 
face (the curve under the chin) and the arms and feet, which were 
placed at an angle of 180 degrees. Possibly an even earlier ex- 
ample of the human head, arms, and torso in front view is to be 
found on Stela 4 at Tikal (Plate 63, «), which may have beeir 
dedicated as early as the close of Baktun 8. 

The full front view of the human figure is restricted to the 
following eight cities: Tonina, where it is the invariable rule 
(Plate 54, «); Copan and Quirigua, Where it is the general rule 



(Plates 54>^> 68, i*) but where there are two known excep- 

tions at each site} Piedras Negras, where it occurs on about half of 
the stelae} and Palenque, Yaxchilan, Naachtun, and Seibal, where 
it occurs but once at each. This particular stance reached its great- 
est perfection at Copan and Quirigua, while the full front view of 
the human figure seated cross-legged is best expressed at Piedras 
Negras. 

The fronts of the four Piedras Negras monuments, shown in 
Plate 66, constitute one of the best series for the study of the same 
subject — the human figure seated cross-legged in a niche — ^to be 
found anywhere in the annals of ancient sculpture. The earliest 
of these four monuments. Stela 25, was dedicated in 9.8.15.0.0 
(608). The seated human figure sculptured on the front of this 
monument is heavy, wooden, and lifeless (Plate 66, a), and the 
niche is so shallow that there is not enough depth to permit treat- 
ment of the figure in high relief. Eighty years later on Stela 6, 
dedicated in 9.12.15.0.0 (687), this same composition was at- 
tempted a second time (Plate 66, i»). Considerable advance in 
sculpture, however, had been made during the intervening years, 
and the niche is deeper, permitting the figure to be treated more 
successfully. The face, judged by itself, is unusually well done 
but, taken into consideration with the rest of the body, is still out 
of proportion, being much too large. However, by the time this 
composition was attempted the third time on Stela 1 1, dedicated 43 
years later in 9.15. o.o.o (731), notable improvement had been 
made (Plate 66, c). The niche has become so deep that the ana- 
tomical proportions of the seated figure can and do approach 
those of life} details are beautifully executed and the drapery 
above the niche is gracefully and naturally held back by four 
cords. This design was sculptured for the last time at Piedras 
Negras on Stela 14, dedicated 30 years later in 9.16.10.0.0 
(761). This monument is perhaps the finest stela at Piedras 
Negras (Plate 66, d). The niche is by this time sufficiently deep 
to present the seated figure practically in the half-round} its ana- 
tomical proportions are correct, details are exquisitely carved, and 
the drapery above' the niche is even more realistically handled 


than on Stela r i. Finally, this monument presents a masterly 
combination of high and low relief} the seated figure is in high 
round carving, while the surrounding decorations, the standing 
figure at the lower left, and the sacrificial victim at the lower 
right are in low, flat relief. These four monuments with their 
identical subjects were executed over a period of 153 years, and 
they constitute one of the best series illustrating progress in sculp- 
ture to be found anywhere in the ancient world. 

The front presentation of the standing human figure was bril- 
liantly achieved both at Copan and Quirigua, although the figures 
at the latter are probably more to our modern taste than those at 
the former because they are more restrained. This restraint was 
doubtless due to the greater intractability of the Quirigua sand- 
stone as compared with the Copan andesite, so far as stone chisels 
are concerned. However, in ancient times the Maya themselves 
probably much preferred the Copan stelae with their superabund- 
ant, almost flamboyant decoration, the carving occasionally being 
in the full round. 

Returning to Early Period sculptures once more, it shoxild be 
pointed out that during most of this period the human figures 
portrayed are heavy, wooden, and anatomically out of proportion. 
Take for example the profile figure appearing on the Early Period 
Stela 27 at Yaxchilan (Plate 67, a), dedicated in 9. 4.0. 0.0 
(514). Nothing could be more awkward and lifeless, and indeed 
when it was discovered in 1931 by a Carnegie Institution Expedi- 
tion, it was called the Wooden Soldier of Yaxchilan. By the end 
of the Early Period, however, notable advances had been made 
toward a more naturalistic presentation. This is well exemplified 
in Stela 25 at Naranjo, where a standing figure is shown in left 
profile (Plate 67, B). This monument was dedicated in 9. 9. 2. 0.4 
(615), by which time the proportions of the body were becoming 
more natural and, except for the forced position of the feet, which 
are still at a stiff angle of 180° with each other, the figure is 
lifelike and the position easy. 

Compared with the stiffness, almost ri^dity, of the earliest 
representation of the human figure in full front view, the same 



presentation at the dose of the Early Period on Stela P at Copan, 
dedicated in 9.9. lO.O.o (623), shows great improvement, though 
the figure still falls far short of natural proportions and posture 
(Plate 67, i). 

Coming down to the Middle Period (633-731), the last 
vestiges of archaism disappeared during this century, though in 
some less inspired provincial centers the sculptors were still doing 
very mediocre work. Take for example Stela 21 at Naachtun 
(Plate 67, c), dedicated about the middle of the period (687), 
which is incredibly dumpy and misshapen for such a late date. 
This awkwardness can better be explained by provincial inepti- 
tude rather than by true primitive crudeness j indeed, some cities, 
even at the height of the Great Period, never outgrew their 
provinciality. 

The contrast between this last monument and Stela A at Copan 
(Plate 68, b), dedicated in 9.15.O.0.O (731), less than half a cen- 
tury later, is arresting. Compare the crudity and grossness of 
the former with the beauty and elegance of the latter or with the 
already described very fine Stela ii at Piedras Negras (Plate 
66, c), dedicated on the same day as Stela A at Copan. Such 
stylistic differences between monuments erected so close together 
in point of time may best be explained by what I have called 
provincial lag, the contemporary esthetic backwardness of smaller 
centers as compared to the creative brilliance of some of 
the larger cities — Copan, Quirigua, Palenque, Yaxchilan, and 
Piedras Negras. It has been ^id that what Paris wears today New 
York will wear next month, and the vast hinterland of the Middle 
and Far West will wear next year when mass production has at 
last begun to grind out the styles in quantity. This principle of 
provincial lag of course operates universally and always has. The 
farther away from centers of esthetic inspiration peripheral set- 
tlements are located the longer it takes the latter to catch up with 
the “big cities” in clothes and customs as well as in architecture 
and art. 

Thus, in evaluating the artistic achievements of any Maya 
center, its relative importance must be taken into consideration as 


well as its distance from the nearest center of high esthetic inspira- 
tion. Returning to the two monuments last mentioned, Stela 21 
at Naachtun and Stela A at Copan, the considerable stylistic dif- 
ferences observed between them are not to be explained only by 
the slight difference of fifty years in their ages nor by the fact 
that the former is a Class a site and the latter a Class i center. 
The truth is that the whole northern central Peten region, where 
the Maya civilization originated and where its largest center, 
Tikal, is located, never reached the supreme heights in stone 
sculpture attained either by the three great cities of the Usuma- 
cinta Valley — ^Palenque, Yaxchilan, and Piedras Negras in the 
west or by Copan and Quirigua in the southeast. Naachtun is 
only about seventy-eight miles in an air line from Piedras Negras, 
the nearest of the three largest Usumacinta cities just mentioned, 
and 200 miles from Quirigua. Artistically it was never anything 
else but backward. 

The first century and a half (73 1-889) of the Great Period of 
the Old Empire (731-987) witnessed the most brilliant develop- 
ment of New World sculpture in pre-Columbian times. This 
period was in many ways the Golden Age of the Maya civiliza- 
tion, and this cultural flowering is perhaps exemplified in sculp- 
ture better than in any other field of art. By the beginning of the 
Great Period, stone-carving no longer presented any real diffi- 
culties to the Old Empire sculptors. By this time four centuries 
of sculptural achievement lay behind them and any technical dif- 
ficulties arising from stone as a medium of sculptural expression 
had long since been mastered; creative instinct was free to follow 
wherever inspiration led, to express itself without restraint within 
the framework of its own traditions and experience. 

Among the wealth of sculptures at hand which date from the 
Great Period, it is difficult to select those which are most typical. 
One of the most beautiful monuments at Piedras Negras, Stela 14, 
has already been illustrated (Plate 66, d). Another almost equally 
striking monument. Stela 12 (Plate 18, c), dedicated in 9.18.5.0.0 
(795), shows profile presentation of the human figure exclusively. 
This remarkable composition, in addition to the figure of a 



hdach uinic seated on his throne with scepter in hand and 
flanked by two standing lords and a third lord seated below 
him, has eight prisoners squatting at the bottom of the sculptured 
panel with their arms bound behind their backs with ropes. The 
several levels in this composition perhaps represent an attempt to 
show perpective. 

The most beautiful sculpture ever produced by the American 
Indian is the superlative Wall Panel No. 3 from Structure O-13 
at Piedras Negras, already mentioned in an earlier chapter (Plate 
69, a) . This masterpiece of ancient American art was executed at 
Piedras Negras in 9. 16. lO. 0.0 (761) and is a perfect combina- 
tion of high and low relief. In a number of places on the panel 
arms and legs are sculptured in the full round, standing com- 
pletely free of the background and attached thereto only at the 
ends. The composition represents a hdach uinic seated on a 
magnificent throne, the back of which is a mask panel 5 he is 
flanked on each side by three standing figures. The middle figure 
on the right has almost entirely disappeared, though both feet 
may still be distinguished} judging from its height, it would 
appear to have been that of a youth. On the ground before 
the throne seven figures are seated cross-legged, four on the 
left and three on the right, facing an altar. The figure on the 
extreme right is the only one of the fourteen figures in the entire 
composition that has its face still preserved. Miss M. L. Baker 
has made a restoration of this wall panel (Plate 69, b) for the 
Museum of the University of Peimsylvania at Philadelphia, 
where the original was on exhibition, though it has now been 
returned to the National Museum of Archaeology and History at 
Guatemala City. 

A University of Pennsylvania expedition discovered a throne , 
at Piedras Negras that was built against the back wall of the 
long principal chamber of Palace J-6 (Fig. 39) which was almost 
identical with the throne represented in the above-mentioned wall 
panel, the principal difference between these two thrones being 
that the two front supports of the throne shown on the wall panel 
are undecorated (Plate 69, »), while those of the actual throne 
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a) Stela 4, Tikal, Peten, 
Guatemala, perhaps the 
first representation of the 
human figure in full 
front view in the Maya 
area. 


Stela 26, Uaxactun, 
Peten, Guatemala, first 
representation of the hu- 
man figure in full front 
view at this city. 


c) Stela 5, Uaxactum 
Peten, Guatemala, 


d) Stela 2, Tikal, Pe- 
ten, Guatemala. 


Plate 63 

Monuments of the Early 
Period of the Old 
Empire 








a) Stela 25, erected in a.d, 608. 


Plate 66. — Four Sculptures at 
P lEDRAS NeGRAS, PeTEN, GUATE- 
MALA, WITH Identical Designs, 
Executed Over a Period of 153 
Years 


I?) Stela 6, erected 80 years later 
(a.d. 687). 


<— c) Stela 1 1, erected 43 years later 
(a.d. 731). 


d) Stela 14, erected 30 years later 
(a.d. 761). 
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^ a) Stela 27, Yax- 
chilan, Chiapas, Mex- 
ico, erected in a.d, 


B) Stela 25, Naranjo, 
Peten, Guatemala, 
erected in a.d. 615. 


c) Stela 21, Naach- 
tun, Peten, Guate- 
mala, erected in a.d, 
687. 


d) Stela P, Copan, 
Honduras, erected in 
A.D. 623. — ^ 


Plate 67 

Sculptures of the 
Early and Middle 
Periods of the Old 
Empire 




h) Stela A, Copan, Honduras, erected 
in A,D. 731. 


>an, Honduras, erected 


Plate 68. — Sculptures, of the Great Period of the Old Empire 








a) Wall’ Panel, as found; the finest sculpture ever produced in ancient 
America. 


-Wall Panel No. 3, Temple O-13, Piedras 
Negras, Peten, Guatemala 


4 Pen-and-ink restoration by M. Louise Baker. 





I a) Throne in princi- 
pal hall of Palace J6, 
Piedras Negras, Guate- 
mala. 


ii) Model of Temple 
IV, Tikal, Peten, Gua- 
temala, 


Plate 70 

Throne from Piedras 
Negras and Model of 
A Temple at Tikal — > 






are covered with hieroglyphic inscriptions on three sides (Plate 22 SJ 
70, «). The latter was dedicated in 9. 17. 15.0.0 (785), 25 years 
later than the wall panel, and measures 4 feet 7 inches high in- 369 
eluding the mask-panel back. The seat is 2 feet 7>4 inches above 
the floor level and 3 feet deep from front to back; the throne itself 
is 6 feet I inch wide. It was 


so located in the principal hall 
of this palace that it could 
be seen from any point in 
the large court below and in 
front. 

At Yaxchilan sculpture 
reached its highest point in 
the three superb lintels of 
Structure 23 — - Lintels 24, 
25, and 26, the first two of 
which are now in the British 
Museum. Lintel 24 (Plate 
71, Z>) is the most outstand- 
ing example of sculptural art 
at Yaxchilan in harmony of 
composition, balance of de- 
sign, brilliance of execution, 
appreciation of anatomical 
proportions, and 'refinement 
of detail. Both Yaxchilan 
and Palenque reached their 
sculptural peaks shortly be- 
fore the beginning of the 
Great Period, as already 



noted. Structure 23 (one of 

the doorways of which Lintel 24 originally spanned) was dedi- 
cated in 9. 14. 15.0.0 (726). The finest monuments at Yax- 
chilan — ^Stelae 1, 4, 3, 7 — fall little short of the lintels in Struc- 
ture 23, though one and 'perhaps all of them date from 
the 35 years immediately following the execution of this lin- 



SSSJ tel, at a time when the esthetic crest at Yaxchilan was already 
receding. 

37 ® There is a tremendous amount of Great Period sculpture at 
Copan, more in fact than at any other city of the Old Empire. 
Many magnificent monuments were sculptured there during the 
Great Period: Stelae A (Plate 68, P), B, D, M, N, C, H (Plate 
68, «), F, and 4, and Altars Q, R, S, and T. There were also spec- 
tacular buildings and other constructions: Temples ii, 22, and 
26, the Jaguar Stairway (Plate 35, «), and the Reviewing Stand, 
the last two in the Eastern and Western Courts, respectively. 
All were erected and carved during the half-century between 
731 and 782. The longest hieroglyphic inscription in the Maya 
area — the Hieroglyphic Stairway of Structure 26 (Plate 35, c ) — 
was dedicated in 9.16.5.0.0 (756). The exquisite head and torso 
of the corn-god illustrated in the frontispiece was also carved dur- 
ing this same half-century. Lack of space prevents mention of all 
the best sculptural work at Copan, but it should be noted that this 
great southern metropolis produced a greater number of out- 
standing sculptures than any other center of the Maya civilization. 

Quirigua, although only a medium-sized site of Class 2, has 
22 sculptured monuments, some of them among the finest in the 
Maya area. Two have already been described— Stela E, the larg- 
est single stone ever quarried by the ancient Maya (Plate 54, ^), 
and the altar of Zoomorph O (Plate 27, P). A third monument 
which deserves particular mention is Zoomorph P (Plate 72, c), 
thought by some to be the finest piece of sculpture ever produced 
in ancient America. This massive boulder-like piece of sandstone 
measures 9 feet 8 inches long, by 1 1 feet 6 inches wide, by 7 feet 3 
inches high and is completely covered, top and all four sides, with 
an intricate sculptured design} it was dedicated in 9.18.5.0.0 
(795). Perhaps the finest glyphs ever carved on stone by the 
ancient Maya are to be found at Quirigua, especially those on 
Stela F (Plate 72, a), dedicated in 9.16.10.0.0 (761), and the 
very rare full-figure glyphs on Stela D (Plate 72, dedicated 
five years later in 9. 16. 15. 0.0 (766). 

By the end of Baktun 9 (830), however, the crest had been 



passed and sculpture throughout the Old Empire was headed 
downhill. There followed a cultural recession, so far as sculpture 
is concerned, from which the ancient Maya never recovered. 37 ^ 

Examples of late Old Empire sculpture clearly reflect this 
cultural decline. Stela lo at Xultun (Fig. 40), dedicated in 
10.3.0.0.0 (889), is one of three monuments erected on this 
katun-ending, the last surely dated sculptures from the Old 
Empire. The loss in both esthetic inspiration and technical skill 
is evident, and flamboyancy clutters the composition. The figures 
are poorly proportioned and wooden-like, while the mass of cos- 
tume detail obscures the design. 

It was noted in the preceding chapter that, during the New 
Empire, sculpture as an independent art had almost ceased to exist, 
that is, it was confined almost exclusively to the embellishment 
of architecture. Indeed, except in the largest centers, independ- 
ent sculptures are almost nonexistent. At Chichen Itza no stelae 
at all have been found, but there are a number of pieces of inde- 
pendent statuary which fall into one or another of the four fol- 
lowing categories: ( i ) the so-called Chac Mool figures, (2) jaguar 
thrones, (3) standard-bearers, and (4) Atlantean figures. The 
first are reclining human figures (Plate 73, a) with heads turned 
either to the right or left. They vary in size from larger than life 
to somewhat smaller. At least a dozen have been discovered at 
this city, and two of them still retain inset pieces of polished 
bone to represent the whites of the eyes, the fingernails and toe- 
nails. All are 'very similar, each holding a stone plate clasped 
by the two hands and resting on the abdomen. The usual loca- 
tion of these reclining figures is just in front of the temple door- 
ways; this, together with the stone plates held in their respective 
hands, suggests that their function might have been to receive 
offerings from the faithful on these plates before the worship- 
ers passed inside the temple. 

The jaguar thrones are life-sized representations of jaguars 
with heads also turned either to the right or left and with a flat 
back to serve as the, seat. Sculptured representations of these 
jaguar thrones are found at Tikal, Piedras Negras, Palenque, 




Fig. 40. — ^Front view 
of Stela 1O5 Xulma, 
Feten, Guatemala. 



and Xultun, but striking examples of the actual thrones have been SSSm 
foimd at Uxmal and Chichen Itza (Plate 73, c). Painted repre- 
sentations in frescoes also occur in the Temple of the Warriors at 373 
Chichen Itza. 

The standard-bearers constitute the third group of statues 
mentioned above; their purpose was to support staffs from the 
tops of which hung feather banners. The usual type is a trun- 
cated cone about a foot high and a foot in diameter at the base 
with a hole in the top for inserting the butt of the staff. Some- 
times these standard-bearers take the shape of small human 
statues about three feet high (Plate 73, b) with the forearms 
extended horizontally in front of the figure, the hands forming a 
hole through which the staff passed, and the butt resting between 
the feet. Another standard-bearer recently found at Chichen Itza 
shows a figure kneeling on its left knee and grasping the staff in 
its right hand (Plate 73, e). 

The fourth group, the Atlantean figures, are anthropomorphic 
statuettes standing about two to two and a half feet high with 
arms raised above their heads. They were used to support daises 
or altars in the sanctuaries of the temples (Plate 73, d). 

At Uxmal there are sixteen sculptured stelae, but even the best 
of them, Stela 7 (Fig. 41) is overly ornate, flamboyant, and 
decadent as compared with the great sculptural masterpieces of 
the Old Empire. At this city there was found a very lovely human 
head (life size) emerging from the jaws of a highly convention- 
alized serpent head (Plate 74, c and d) with tattooing on its 
right cheek. The head can hardly be called an independent piece 
of sculpture, however, since it is attached to the fagade of a range 
of chambers built across the western base of the pyramid support- 
ing the House of the Magician and really formed only an ele- 
ment of the architectural decoration. This head is now in the 
National Museum of Anthropology and History at Mexico City. 

Sculpture as an independent art became increasingly less im- 
portant as the New Empire neared its end, but as an adjunct to 
architecture it reached a dignity and beauty equaled nowhere else 
in ancient America. 









WOOD CARVING 2S5S 

From the few examples that have survived, wood carving 
would seem to have reached its most perfect expression at Tikal 375 
in the superlatively fine door-lintels of the five great pyramid- 
temples at that city which are described in the preceding chapter. 

In the very nature of the case such a perishable material as wood 
could hardly have survived the dampness and humidity of the 
Old Empire climate, except in very sheltered positions} and in- 
deed the only objects of wood recovered either from the Old or 
New Empire are from places which are protected from the 
weather, such as door-lintels or beams inside of chambers. 

Just as Palenque was the city where the finest stuccowork in 
the Maya area was done, so Tikal was the city where the most 
beautiful wood carving was executed. Beyond all question the 
finest wood carvings ever produced by the ancient Maya are the 
wooden lintels at Tikal. 

A photograph of the most complete one of these has already 
been illustrated in Plate 32, «, and a drawing of part of another 
is shown in Figure 31 (p. 322). The sculptured wooden lintels at 
Tikal are each composed of from four to ten beams of sapodilla 
with an over-all length of from 7 to 17J4 feet depending on the 
width of the doorway to be spanned. The design on the lintel 
in Plate 32, a, shows an elaborately decorated serpent, its body 
arching in the middle to form a central niche} the head is to the 
left, and issuing from its widely opened mouth there are the head, 
arms, and torso of a god} the serpent’s tail is at the right, ter- 
minating in two lovely curls. An exquisitely executed hieroglyphic 
inscription fills the upper left and right corners of this composition, 
and across the top between the glyph panels stretches a great bird 
with spreading wings, the kukul (Aztec quetzal) or Sacred Bird 
of the Maya. In the centrally placed niche formed by the upward 
curl of the serpent’s body is the figure of a halach uinicy his head 
in left profile, body in full front view, the left hand grasping a 
spear, and the right a small round shield. This richly clad ruler 
is seated on a throne rising from a platform that can be reached 
by a stairway of five steps across the front} the feet rest lightly 



on the toes and the legs spread naturally. This lintel originally 
spanned one of the doorways of Temple IV, which was dedicated 
in 9.16.0.0.0 (751) when Maya sculpture was at its zenithj this 
lintel is the finest complete wood carving in the Maya area. An- 
other far less beautiful example of a carved sapodilla-wood lintel 
from the Old Empire was found over an interior doorway of 
Temple VII at Tzibanche, west of the southern end of Lake 
Bacalar (Plate 19). This presents an inscription of eight hiero- 
glyphs but no figures and is on the whole rather poorly executed j 
it probably dates from the late Early Period, perhaps from 
9.9.5.0.0 (618). 

Occasionally the wooden poles spanning chambers from one 
side of the vault to the other have been treated with a carved 
decoration somewhat resembling an old-fashioned apothecary’s 
mortar. An example of one of these at Tikal was found in a 
fourth-story rear chamber of the Palace of the Five Stories (Plate 

53 ,^)- 

In the New Empire, carved wooden lintels have been found 
at both Chichen Itza and Uxmal. The best preserved lintel at 
Chichen Itza spans the inner doorway of the Temple of the 
Jaguars on top of the west wall of the large ball court (Fig. 42) . 
Each of the two beams composing this lintel has the same design 
carved upon it: the sun disk, with a human figure inside it and 
outside it another human figure which is enveloped in the coils 
of a feathered rattlesnake} both figures are facing a Centrally 
placed altar. Although the design is pleasing and the carving 
well executed, it falls far short of the carved wooden lintels at 
Tikal. The sapodilla lintels in the CastiUo at Chichen Itza were 
also carved originally, but in most cases the low relief has been 
hacked off with machetes. 

A charming account of travels in the Maya area (see Bibliog- 
raphy, p. 497) has been left by John Lloyd Stevens, the Ameri- 
can traveler, diplomat, and amateur archaeologist who visited 
Uxmal in 1840 and again in 1841. He found a sapodilla beam 
in the outer south chamber of the Governor’s Palace at Uxmal, 
which he took with him to the United States when he left Yuca- 




Fig. 42.— Design on carved wooden lintel, Temple of the Jaguars, Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico. 







a) Lintel 25, from Structure 


Lintel 24 from Structure 23, the 
finest sculptured stone door-lintel in 
^i, the Maya area. 


Plate 71. — Sculptured Lintels^ 
Yaxchilan, Chiapas, Mexico 
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a) Stela F, Quirigua, 
Izabal, Guatemalaj the 
hieroglyphics on this 
monument are probably 
the finest ever carved by 
the ancient Maya. 


if) Stela D, Quirigua, 
Izabalj Guatemala. 


Plate 72. — Sculptures 
OF THE Great Period of 
THE Old Empire 


c) Zoomorph P, Quiri* 
4 gua, Izabal, Guatemala 
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■SCUJLPTXJRES OP THE NeW EmPIRE AT ChiCHEN 

ItZA, and (/) AT UXMAL, YuCATAN 

rt for a banner in the form of an anthropomorphic figure; (c) Red 
tean figure altar support; (^) support for a banner m the form of 
: (f) altar in the so-called cemetery. 








Pjlate 74. — Sculptures of the New Empire at Chicken 
Itza and at Uxmal 

(a) Seated figure (front), Northwest Colonnade, Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico; (b) same 
figure (profile); {c) head (front view) emerging from the mouth of a serpent, passageway 
beneath stairway on the west side of the House of the Magician, at Uxmal, Yucatan, Mexico; 
{d) same head (profile). 


tan. It was subsequently destroyed by a fire in New York in 1 842, ££22 
an irreparable loss, first because Stephens says it was the only beam 
in the entire metropolis that was carved and second because the 377 
destroyed inscription might well have dated this structure, the 
most beautiful ever erected in pre-Columbian America. 

Other smaller objects of carved wood were taken from the 
Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza, the most notable of which is 
the handle of a wooden sacrificial knife, carved in the likeness 
of two intertwined rattlesnakes (Fig. 14). A beautiful chipped- 
flint blade was hafted to this and its handle is covered with a thin 
sheet of gold. 

STUCCO MODELING 

Stucco seems to have been generally used in the exterior deco- 
ration of Old Empire buildings, as noted in the preceding chap- 
ter, but to a lesser extent in the treatment of New Empire fagades. 
Palenque was the city where stuccowork reached its highest de- 
velopment, and the tablets in various parts of the palace and the 
now largely destroyed panel against the back wall in the sanctuary 
of the Temple of the Beau Relief are the finest examples of this 
plastic art in the entire Maya area. Take for example two panels 
from the west fagade of House D of the Palace (Plate 77, a and 
}>). Note the beautiful molding of the figures and their graceful 
postures 5 the masterly modeling of the feet and arms in the left 
panel and the right-hand figure in the right panel} the rich yet 
restrained treatment of costume details — sandals, jade-bead skirt, 
feather headdresses, belts, earrings, necklaces, bracelets, anklets, 
and elaborate garters} the handsome throne in the left panel} 
and the decorative bases and borders in both panels. Nothing 
finer in stucco was ever produced in ancient America than that at 
Palenque, and its supremacy in this field is unchallenged. 

Even provincial centers within the Palenque sphere of in- 
fluence showed this mastery of the stucco technique, though to a 
lesser degree. Comalcalco, about one hundred miles northwest 
of Palenque, is a case in point. Some years ago a tomb was found 
at this site. Entrance had originally been gained through a door- 



way in the west wall, which was blocked up when found. On the 
remaining three walls there were representations of standing 
human figures in stucco, three to a side, each figure measuring 
about 4 feet highj two, as restored, are shown in Plate 78, a and b, 
and the same two, as found, in Plate 78, c. Although much cruder 
than the stucco figures from the Palace at Palenque, nevertheless 
these Comalcalco figures are not without considerable merit. It 
was a true eye which saw them and a sure hand which modeled 
them. 

Examples of stuccowork in the New Empire are not so com- 
mon. Some heroic-sized human heads have been found at Izamal 
in northern Yucatan and at Nocuchich in the Chenes country of 
central Campeche. The best examples of stuccowork in the New 
Empire, however, are at Acanceh in northern central Yucatan. 
Here in the upper half of a fagade above the medial molding are 
the remains of a handsome stucco panel, composed of animals, 
birds, and serpents, among which the bat, squirrel, serpent, and a 
bird may be clearly recognized (Plate 79). When this was un- 
covered some forty years ago, the frieze still retained many traces 
of its original coloring, a bright turquoise blue predominating. 
While excellent, this frieze is again far inferior to the superb 
stuccowork at Palenque. 

CLAY MODELING 

Although modeling in clay might equally well have been 
described in the next chapter on ceramics, it seems best to consider 
some of the modeled pottery heads and figures here. 

The practice of making modeled clay heads goes back to a 
very early period in ancient Middle American art. Such heads 
have been found in considerable quantities in the prehistoric 
cemetery underneath the lava flow at San Angel and Tlalpan just 
outside Mexico City, probably dating from the first millenlum 
before Christ. Similar heads have been found in the very lowest 
levels of Group E at Uaxactun in the so-called ‘‘black earth” 
stratum, the earliest layer showing human occupation at this city 
(Plate 80, a and b ') . These Uaxactun heads are exceedingly crude 5 
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the eyes consist of little more than round holes punched in 
almond-shaped depressions; the eyebrows, if indicated at all, 
appear as shallow lines; the nose, mouth, and lips are modeled 
without skill. Found with these very early heads of modeled 
clay, which go back at least to the first or second century before 
Christ, are typically crude and grossly shaped female torsos (Plate 
8o, c and d). 

Very few examples of such heads and female torsos have been 
found which may be ascribed to the Middle Period of the Old 
Empire, but a number of very fine modeled clay figurines have 
been recovered that surely date from the Great Period. Some of 
these were obviously modeled by hand directly and then baked, but 
many others were made from molds of baked clay; some of these 
ancient molds have been found. Unquestionably the finest of the 
latter is a one-piece mold of the front of a seated female figure 
about 8 inches high; a modern plaster of Paris cast made from 
this original mold is shown in Plate 8 1, r. This mold was found in 
a mound not far from the west bank of the Chixoy or Salinas River 
in the extreme eastern part of the state of Chiapas, Mexico, and the 
exquisite seated statuette made from it recalls the best stuccowork 
at Palenque, the same softness of line, the same flowing roundness 
of the molded clay, the same brilliant mastery of the medium. 
This mold is now in the Peabody Museum, Harvard University. 

Another Old Empire center where figurines and heads of 
baked clay reached a high degree of perfection was Jonuta on 
the right bank of the lower Usumacinta River. Excellent clay 
figurines were made at still a third Old Empire center, although 
a provincial one; this was the Island of Jaina (Plate 82), located 
off the west coast of the northern peninsula. It will be noticed 
from the map (Plate 19) that the four sites last mentioned are 
all in the western half of the Maya area, the first three being in 
the Usumacinta Valley. While modeled clay heads and figurines 
are found everywhere in the region covered by the Maya civiliza- 
tion and far beyond for that matter, and although they occur 
throughout Maya history from earliest Old Empire times down to 
the closing days of the New Empire, they reached their highest 





perfection during the eighth and ninth centuries of the Christian 
Era in the Usumacinta Valley, where the finest techniques of 
modeling in plastic materials such as stucco and clay had been 
developed. 

The art of modeling and molding, like the sister-art of sculp- 
ture, deteriorated in quality dming the New Empire, though 
some charming figurines were still being made (Plate 8 a). Idols, 
pipes, incense burners, and other objects of baked clay, showing 
a modeled or molded technique, are numerous, especially incense 
burners (Plate 85, ^) ; but all are inferior in execution to the clay 
modeling of the Usumacinta Valley during the last half of the 
Middle and the first half of the Great Period. One of the finest 
examples from the New Empire is the pottery pipe found during 
the excavation of the North Colonnade at Chichen Itza (Plate 
81, <*). The total length of this pipe is 20)4 inches, the stem 
proper, 'from tip to center of bowl, being 5 inches shorter} the 
bowl is 2^ inches high, flaring widely to a diameter of 3 inches 
at the top. In front of the bowl there is a modeled bird’s head 
with a prominent beak which has been appliqued to the front end 
of the stem} this head is hollow and contains a pellet of clay 
which makes the pipe rattle when moved. Just behind the bowl 
on the upper side of the stem there is another appliqued decora- 
tion in strips of clay. The color is a warm terra-cotta red and the 
pipe has a polished finish. 

Incense burners were the commonest type of object in late 
New Empire times} these have modeled clay heads and figurines 
fastened to their exteriors} such heads and figures were made 
separately from the incense burners and appliqued to their exterior 
walls. One from an incense burner found at Mayapan is shown 
in Plate 81, This probably dates from the thirteenth or four- 
teenth century} and although the features show considerable skill 
in modeling, the clay is poorly baked and the painted decorations 
in red, olive-green, blue, and white are crudely applied. 

This technique of appliqueing human heads to the exterior 
walls of incense burners still persists at the present time among 
the last scattered remnants of the Lacandon Maya in the forests 



of eastern Chiapas (Plate 8i, d). These are very crude indeed •••• 
and are painted red, black, and white. SSS 

Between the “black dirt” heads from the lowest occupation 3^1 
level at Uaxactun, dating from the second or first century before 
Christ (Plate 8o, a and V) down to the Lacandon incense burner 
of today (Plate 8i, d')^ there is a lapse of at least two thousand 
years, during which long period this plastic art, one of the very 
oldest among the ancient Maya, has flourished. 
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POTTERY, THE BEST GUIDE TO CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 

OF ALL the imperishable remains which man has left behind 
him in his march from savagery to the civilized state, his culinary 
pots, domestic and ceremonial bowls, vases, plates, and other ves- 
sels of baked clay register and reflect his cultural progress better 
than anything else. In fact it is his pottery that ofFers the most 
accurate measure of man’s cultural progress and presents the best 
guide to its sequence. 

A welter of potsherds (pottery fragments) litters the sites 
where man formerly lived, and the reader may well ask how we 
can distinguish between what is early and what late; what is 
truly archaic and what crude only because it is decadent. The 
answer is simple; the same technique was followed as that first 
worked out by geologists in studying the successive geological 
periods through which the earth has passed. This technique is 
called stratigraphic sequence and works on the general principle 
that, with no disturbing factors interfering, what happened first 
and what was made first, whether it be rocks or pottery, was laid 
down or deposited first and therefore will be found at the bottom 
of the refuse heaps where rubbish was thrown. 

Thus around the settlements of pottery-making peoples there 
gradually accumulated refuse heaps of broken pottery, mingled 
with all the other debris arising from the process of living — dis- 
carded or broken tools and utensils of all kinds, weapons, articles 
of wearing apparel, and the remains of food. Furthermore, these 
refuse heaps are almost invariably found in exposed, open places, 
and the perishable materials in them — textiles, wood, basketry, 
leather, fur, feathers, and remnants of food— rhave largely dis- 
appeared, Indeed, except in the case of highly sheltered refuse 
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heaps in unusually dry climates (such as those in caves in some 
parts of our own Southwest), the perishable materials have en- 
tirely rotted away, leaving only such indestructible objects as 
stone, shell, occasional bone tools and, most important of all for 
the relative chronologic record, potsherds. 

These refuse heaps were always located as near as possible to 
the settlements that made them. Sometimes the heaps measure 
many feet in depth, for they grew rapidly where dwellings were 
close together or where several families lived under one roof, as 
do the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico and Arizona. A cross- 
section of such a deposit gives a reliable ceramic history of the 
settlement near which it accumulated, fragments of the oldest 
types of pottery used being found in the lowest levels, and so on 
up to the present ground level, which, theoretically at least, yields 
potsherds from vessels that had been in use when the settlement 
was abandoned. 

Such deposits of stratified pottery fragments give highly de- 
pendable relative ceramic sequences, but by themselves they do 
not furnish an absolute chronology — one datable in terms of our 
own Christian Era. The technique of relative dating of ceramic 
types by means of stratified refuse heaps has been most highly 
perfected among the Pueblo Indian cultures of the southwestern 
United States, especially those in New Mexico and Arizona. For- 
tunately there is another factor present in this region which makes 
extraordinarily accurate dating possible. This additional factor is 
supplied by the roof beams of the near-by community houses. The 
exact ages of these beams — the years of the Christian Era when 
the trees from which they were hewn, were felled — ^may be de- 
termined by a study of their corresponding growth-rings according 
to a method developed by Dr. A. S. Douglass of the University 
of Arizona. This fixes not only the time limits of the settlement 
in terms of Christian chronology but also the relative ages within 
these limits of the cfifferent ceramic wares used by its former in- 
habitants. 

In the Maya area stratified deposits showing ceramic sequence 
are even more varied than those in the Pueblo region of the United 


States. In addition to stratified refuse heaps, stratification of 
ceramic fragments has been found under successive plaza floors, 
in superimposed architectural xmits, and in tombs built one over 
another. These several sources indicating ceramic stratigraphy 
and sequence have all been found at Uaxactun. They all agree 
with one another and have provided a relative chronology for 
Old Empire ceramic types which is described in a later section. 
This chronology holds good for the whole Peten region, the 
Usumacinta Valley, and even more distant peripheral sections. 
Unfortunately in the lowlands of Middle America tree-ring 
dating is not available to give us absolute chronology in terms of 
the Christian Era, as it is in the southwestern United States. 
Trees in the Yucatan Peninsula sometimes add not only one but 
several growth-rings in a single year, and their ring count cannot 
be depended upon to furnish an accurate measiu-e of their respec- 
tive ages j consequently we must look elsewhere if we are to find 
an absolute chronology which may be read in terms of our own 
Christian chronology. 

Fortunately, in the dated Maya monuments, we have or some- 
day shall have such an absolute chronolo^cal yardstick. The dates 
of many of these monuments have been exactly determined in 
terms of Maya chronology, one of the most accurate systems 
for measuring time ever conceived by the mind of man. It re- 
mains only to align Maya with Christian chronology, which has 
probably already been successfully accomplished (see Appendix I, 
p. 457) in order to have as accurate dating as that afforded by tree 
rings. 

Such are the variety, complexity, number, and specialization 
of Maya ceramic wares, however, and so close their association with 
exactly dated monuments that, when the whole story has been 
pieced together, and all the existing evidence gathered in, we shall 
probably know more about the ceramics of the Maya area, of the 
cities or localities where the different wares originated, of their 
distribution and disappearance from the Maya picture, than we 
shall ever know about the ceramics of any other people of ancient 
America. 
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T Figure of squirrel on face of building. 

Plate 79. Examples of Stucco-work from Acanceh, Yucatan, Mexico 


jaguar (i ) and serpent on face of building. 





f Another example 
of the same type. 


f a) Archaic clay head, 
“black dirt” stratum, 
Group E. 


f c) Archaic female torso, “black dirt’ 
stratum, Group E. 



f d) Other examples of the same type. 
Plate 8o. — Uaxactun Ceramics, Mamom Phase 





P.LATE 8 1. MlSCEELANEOm EXAMPX.ES OF ClAY-MODELING FROM 

THE Oed and New Empires and among the Lacandon 

(a) Effigy pipe. Temple of the Warriors, Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico; (^) 
human head from incense-burner, Mayapan, Yucatan, Mexico; (<?) human 
figurine made from an ancient mold, found on west side of the Rio Chixoy, 
Chiapas, Mexico; (^) modern Lacandon incense-burner, Chiapas, Mexico. 




Plate 82.— -Examples of Clay- 
modeling FROM THE Island of 
Jaina, Campeche, Mexico; An- 
thropomorphic Figurines 


PRE-MAYA POTTERY 

It is certain that pottery-making did not originate in the Yuca- 
tan Peninsula. On the contrary the original, nonagricultural 
population of this region (Pre-Maya I, Tables III and IX) in 
all probability derived the potter’s craft as well as their knowledge 
of maize cultivation from people living immediately to their 
south in the highlands of western Guatemala. Perhaps knowl- 
edge of both maize and pottery reached them at the same time or, 
more likely still, the practice of agriculture came first and was 
more or less closely followed by pottery-making. However, it 
seems certain that, perhaps as much as a thousand years prior to 
the beginning of the Christian Era, the entire Yucatan Peninsula 
from the foothills of the Guatemala cordillera in the south to 
the flat, bushy plains of northern Yucatan was occupied by a broad- 
headed people. These people spoke some Maya language, lived 
chiefly by agriculture as applied to maize cultivation, and made 
a pre-Maya (pre-Old Empire) pottery, probably of a type similar 
to that now called Mamom, which is explained below. They had 
no stone architecture nor stone sculpture, no elaborate chronologi- 
cal system, and no hieroglyphic writing (pre-Maya II). 

MAMOM PHASE 

Mamom-like pottery, probably because of insuflScient excava- 
tion, has been found up to the present time at only a few cities — 
Uaxactun, Guatemala, and San Jose, British Honduras; it has 
always been found in the lowest and therefore the oldest occupa- 
tion level at each of these centers. At Uaxactun, the type site 
where Mamom pottery was first identified, it was found resting 
directly upon undisturbed earth in the so-called “black dirt” stra- 
tum imderlying all plaza-floor levels at Group E. The black dirt 
containing this type of pottery had been dumped there from some 
earlier location in order to level off the ground for the original 
plaza floor of Group E. This ceramic phase at Uaxactun pre- 
cedes all masonry construction and all stone stelae; it is the 
earliest type of pottery found at this site or ^ywhere in the 
Yucatan Peninsula. 


Beyond the confines of the Maya area proper, however, 
modeled heads of baked clay and figurines and pottery of Mamom 
type had a much wider distribution, especially in the uplands, 
having been found at Kaminal-juyu, Utatlan, and Totonicapan 
in Guatemala; in the highlands of Honduras and El Salvador; 
and in various localities as far north as the plateau region of central 
Mexico. This wide distribution of a relatively homogenous and 
simple ceramic culture over large parts of the Middle American 
region is probably best explained by assuming that it originated 
among some maize-growing people in the highlands of Guate- 
mala and spread over Middle America with the diffusion of maize 
agriculture. However, it is pure conjecture as to just when agri- 
culture and pottery-making were first introduced into the Yucatan 
Peninsula from the highlands to the south. 

Well-modeled figurines of the general Mamom type have 
been found in a prehistoric cemetery under the Xictli lava flow 
on the southern side of the Valley of Mexico. Geologists believe 
these figurines are surely more than two thousand years old and 
possibly under three thousand years old. This means that such 
figurines were being made in the Valley of Mexico at least before 
the beginning of the Christian Era and perhaps even a long time 
before. A conservative minimum limit for the introduction of 
agriculture and pottery-making into the Yucatan Peninsula would 
therefore seem to be looo b.c. in round numbers. 

As for its characteristics, Mamom pottery is simple, shapes as 
well as decoration being relatively limited. The principal wares 
are unslipped^ jars with flaring necks, black jars with outcurved 
sides, black jars with incised decorations on shoulders, red bowls 
with flaring sides, red bowls and plates with horizontal grooving, 
orange bowls, and red or buff modeled figurines. There are no 
painted decorations except on daubware vessels where there may 
be some very crude attempts at design. 

The principal decorative techniques employed in Mamom pot- 
tery are incising, grooving, and modeling. The last is best ex- 

^ A term used to describe the exterior coat or wash of clay applied to a pottery 
vessel before firing. 


emplified by the human heads of baked clay with punched eyes 
(Plate 8o, a and and gross female torsos (Plate 8o, c and d). 

The eye sockets of the former are made by depressed areas, 
the eye itself being shown by a punched hole and the eyebrows by 
shallow, incised lines. The female torsos, sometimes standing and 
sometimes seated, are very poorly modeled, the two nipples and 
the navel being formed by a simple punch in the clay before 
firing. Heads and torsos like the foregoing, as already noted, have 
been found among the earliest ceramic remains from the Valley of 
Mexico to Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. There are no 
polychrome or carved wares in this first ceramic period, and only 
very few examples of batik or applique decoration have been 
found; figurines are slipped but not painted. Mamom pottery has 
been described as the “grooved-plate phase” of pre-Maya cer- 
amics. 

CHICANEL PHASE 

We have seen in chapters iii and viii above that the intro- 
duction of the second ceramic phase at Uaxactun, the Chicanel, 
probably coincided with the invention of the Maya calendar, 
chronology, and hieroglyphic writing sometime during the fourth 
or third century before Christ. If these dates be accepted as 
approximately correct, the preceding pre-Maya pottery phase, 
the Mamom, lasted at least six and a half centuries and probably 
considerably longer (Pre-Maya II, Table X, p. 401). 

The Chicanel ceramic phase follows the Mamom at Uaxactun 
without interruption of any kind. Vessels of this period were 
found located immediately below the lowest plaza floor at Group 
E, which in turn lies directly on top of the “black dirt” Mamom- 
bearing stratum. Chicanel vessels are associated with the earliest 
masonry constructions at Uaxactun. These constructions were not 
buildings proper- — only low foundation platforms and pyramids 
upon which perishable houses of saplings and thatch were probably 
built. 

Chicanel pottery is somewhat more developed than Mamom, 
and there are twice as many shapes and decorative techniques in 


this ceramic phase as in the preceding one. The principal wares 
are: unslipped jars with low flaring, thick necks and striated deco- 
rations} lightly incised red jars with short, flaring necks } red bowls 
with wide, everted, grooved lipS} black bowls with incised decora- 
tion} orange bowls with incised decoration} brown bowls with 
wavy, incised decoration} brown bowls with lightly incised waved- 
stripe patterns} bowls with spiny, appliqued decoration} red bowls 
with single, irregular decorations painted in black on the inside} 
and bowls decorated by the batik process. 

While pottery and figurines o£ the general Mamom type have 
been discovered far beyond the confines of the Yucatan Penin- 
sula and have a general uniformity of type throughout Central 
America and Mexico, Chicanel pottery, on the other hand, has a 
more restricted distribution. However, in northern Yucatan con- 
siderably more Chicanel pieces have been fovmd than Mamom. 
There Chicanel pottery has been found at Dzibilchaltun, Acanceh, 
Mayapan, Kabah, Yaxuna, and Mani — almost everywhere in fact 
where excavations have been made. This condition suggests that 
there may have been more trade between Peten and northern 
Yucatan during this early period — ^two or three centuries both 
before and after the beginning of the Christian Era — than during 
the Mamom, the preceding ceramic phase (Table IX, facing p. 
392). Chicanel pottery has been described as the “wide, everted 
lip phase” of pre-Maya ceramics (Pre-Maya III). 

Concerning the tempering materials used in pre-Maya pottery, 
two types of wares must be distinguished at the outset: (i) an 
unsHpped, coarse, heavy, thick-walled utility ware and (2) a 
slipped monochrome ware. 

In the Mamom phase, a majority of the former types (utility 
ware) were tempered with sherd (pottery fragments), and less 
than a third of the vessels studied were tempered with calcite. 
Toward the end of this ceramic phase, however, these proportions 
were reversed. The use of calcite temper eventually exceeded 
that of sherd, until by the beginning of the next phase, the Chi- 
canel, calcite temper practically replaces sherd temper altogether 
in the coarse heavy-walled utility ware. 


In the slipped monochrome ware of the Mamom phase, as 
in the case of the first type above, the tempering material used 
is largely sherd, although both volcanic ash and calcite tempers 
are frequently found. Again, as in the case of the utility pot- 
tery, the slipped monochrome ware shows a gradual change in 
the tempering materials employed, a change which culminated 
in the Ghicanel phase with the almost exclusive use of sherd 
temper, both calcite and volcanic ash tempers having practically 
disappeared. 

Also beginning with the Chicanel phase, the tempers of both 
types show a consistent difiFerentiation. The temper of the coarse 
utility ware remains the same (sherd temper), not only for the 
two pre-Maya ceramic phases (Mamom and Chicanel) but also for 
the two following Old Empire ceramic phases (Tzakol and 
Tepeu). Slipped monochrome ware, on the other hand, shows 
many changes in its tempering material. 

OLD EMPIRE POTTERY 

The term “Maya civilization,” as used here, is that complex 
of cultural manifestations which had as its chief characteristics: 

(1) a unique hieroglyphic writing, calendar, and chronology; 

(2) a typical stone architecture with corbeled roof-vaulting; (3) 
an individual stone sculpture; and (4) a distinctive ceramic art, 
the earliest phase of which has been called Tzakol. 

By the beginning of the fourth century after Christ, about 
8.14.0.0.0 of the Maya Era, these four cultural elements had 
already appeared at Uaxactun and the Maya civilization was at 
last under way. For upwards of five or six centuries the Maya 
had probably been using the hieroglyphic writing, calendar, and 
chronology, and a characteristic pre-Maya pottery (Chicanel). As 
for stone buildings, we have seen that they were preceded by 
wood, sapling, and thatch structures. During the Chicanel pot- 
tery period the Maya began for the first time to build low stone 
walls, stone foundation platforms, and even stucco-covered pyra- 
mids, for example E-VII-sub at Uaxactun, which dates from the 
Chicanel ceramic phase. Stone sculpture had not yet been devel- 



oped, but there was wood sculpture. All traces of both these 
earliest wood carvings and these first sapling and thatch structures 
have long since disappeared. 

The cultural impetus which changed sculptures and buildings 
from wood to stone also brought with it a new and much more 
sophisticated ceramic art called Tzakol pottery. Whether these 
several elements were introduced from the outside into northern 
central Peteny specifically the Tikal-Uaxactun region, or whether 
they were developed autochthonously in this same region may 
never be known. Freely admitting to a strong pro-Maya bias in 
appraising the cultural achievements of this great aboriginal 
American people, I strongly believe that these developments 
came from within and that they had their origin in the Tikal- 
Uaxactun region of northern central Peten. 

Even though this ceramic phase coincides with the earliest 
period of the Old Empire (317-633), Tzakol pottery is already 
characterized by considerable diversity and stylization of shapes, 
variety of decorative techniques, increasing development of poly- 
chrome wares, and the introduction of basal-flange bowls; this 
bowl is the most characteristic and diagnostic form of Old Empire 
pottery. Specialists in Maya ceramics have divided this ceramic 
phase into three subphases (Table IX), but in the limited space 
here available anything approaching a detailed description of 
Tzakol pottery would be impracticable. They had unslipped jars 
showing a great variety of lip treatment, some even with closed 
spouts; decoration consisted of striation, pie-fluting lip treatment, 
applique, thumb-nail punch, modeling, and appliqued- and per- 
forated-rim treatment. We find many shapes of black and orange 
incised wares, some showing the human figure beautifully incised 
in a cameo technique, the background being cut away. They had 
basal-flange bowls in solid colors (black or orange) and poly- 
chromy. These bowls show many motifs: geometric; anthropo- 
morphic, zoomorphic, and serpentine; some are modeled as well 
as painted and some have tripod supports rather than the basal 
flange. There are also beautifully modeled black, covered bowls, 
the tops shaped like human, animal, bird, or serpentine forms; 



the best of these show exquisite modeling. Tzakol pottery has 
been designated the “basal-flange phase” of Old Empire ceramics 
because of the highly distinctive basal flange introduced during 
this period. 

We have seen in chapter iv (p. 59) that during the Early 
Period of the Old Empire, Maya culture spread from the rela- 
tively small area where it probably originated in northern central 
Peten, Guatemala (the Tikal-Uaxactun region), to all parts of 
the Yucatan Peninsula. This great expansion was doubtless ac- 
companied by a corresponding increase in trade with the peripheral 
regions and even beyond; thus ceramic pieces traded from these 
outlying regions begin to appear with growing frequency during 
the Early Period. 

The Tzakol ceramic phase is represented by fair amounts of 
potsherds at a few centers in northern Yucatan, principally at 
Mani, Yaxuna, and Acanceh; but there are only a few traces at 
Ghichen Itza, Uxmal, Kabah, Labna, Sayil, and Mayapan. It 
is probable, however, that further excavation, especially at Oxkin- 
tok and Coba in the northwestern and northeastern corners of the 
peninsula, would bring to light additional examples. Throughout 
the Early Period of the Old Empire, northern Yucatan continued 
to develop its own local versions of the earlier Mamom and Chi- 
canel pottery in addition to such Tzakol ceramic influences as it 
had received from central Peten. The Mamom and Chicanel 
influences probably came originally from the south also, even 
though these phases had already disappeared in the Peten region 
before Maya ci^lture reached northern Yucatan. 

TEPEU PHASE 

We come now to the closing ceramic phase of the Old Empire, 
the Tepeu, which coincides with the Middle and Great Periods 
of the Old Empire (633-987). Like the Tzakol phase, Maya 
ceramicists have divided Tepeu pottery into three subphases — 
early, middle, and late (Table IX). 

Early Tepeu coincides with the Middle Period, and middle 
Tepeu coincides roughly with the first two-thirds of the Great 



SSS Period of the Old Empire, during which time the Maya were at 
their esthetic peak in all the arts and crafts, except in architecture; 
late Tepeu likewise coincides with the last third of the Great 
Period. Peten wares of Tepeu type have been found outside of 
Peten, though less frequently than pottery of the earlier Peten 
ceramic phases. They have been found at Coba, Yaxuna, Uxmal, 
Kabah, Labna, Sayil, and Mani in northern Yucatan, and excava- 
tions elsewhere in the northern peninsula would almost certainly 
extend this list. 

During the Tepeu ceramic phase the cities of Peten were also 
in dose contact with the upper Chixoy Valley, where a special 
painted ware of very great beauty (to be described in the next 
chapter under the section of painting) was developed. 

The upper Ghixoy region was strongly influenced by Peten 
during the Middle and Great Periods. This region is about 900 
feet above sea level and has a flora and fauna similar to those of 
the Peten homeland; it is easily accessible therefrom by the 
Chixoy, Pasion, and Usumacinta rivers. Peten Tepeu pottery, 
on the other hand, shows that it in turn was influenced by poly- 
chrome wares from the upper Chixoy Valley; there was doubtless 
a constant exchange back and forth since these regions were cul- 
turally as well as geographically so dose to each other. A fine 
carved ware, with the figures standing out in low, flat relief and 
the backgrounds cut away, seems to have followed the beautiful 
painted vases of middle Tepeu in both Peten and the upper Chixoy 
Valley. Indeed it is not improbable that the waves of influence 
which carried the finely modeled efiigy bowls and figurines from 
the Peten-Usumacinta cities to the upper Chixoy Valley may have 
been balanced by other waves of cultural influence which carried 
the exquisitely painted and carved bowls of the upper Chixoy 
Valley to the great dries of the Usumadnta Valley and of Peten. 
But such borrowings were very much within the family so to 
speak, both regions being integral parts of the Old Empire during 
the Middle and Great Periods. 

Outside the central and northern lowlands, Tepeu pottery 
seems to have followed two prindpal lines of distribution: (l) 



TABLE IX 

Seven Principal Ceramic Periods Represented in the Yucatan Peninsula 


Number of 
Ceramic 
Period 

Period 

Southern Half: Peten, Guatemala, and 
adjoining regions 

! Northern Half : Yucatan, Campeche, and 

Quintana Roo, Mexico 

1 

Pre-Old Empire II 
looo (f?) b.c.“ 35J B.e, 

Mamom ceramic phases “grooved-plate’^ 
pottery. 

Agriculture (cultivation of maize) 
introduced from the highlands to 
the south. 

Astronomical data upon which calendar 
and chronology were based being ac- 
cumulated. 

Mamom ceramic phase and contemporary 
local wares. 

Agriculture (cultivation of maize) intro- 
duced from Peten. 

2 

Pre-Old Empire III 

353 B.c.-A,D* 317 
7.0.0.0.0-8.14.0.0.0 

Chicanel ceramic phases “wide, 
everted-lip” pottery. 

Chronological system invented. 

Wooden stelae. 

First stone architecture: low walls, 
foundation terraces and pyramids 
(E-VII-sub, Uaxactun). 

Chicanel ceramic phase and contemporary 
local wares. 

First stone architecture— low stone 
walls, foundation-platforms, and 
pyramids introduced from Peten. 

3 

Old Empire 1 

Earlf Period 

A.D, 3 I 7»“633 

8.14.0.0.0-9.10.0.0.0 

Tzakol ceramic phase. Origin and de- 
velopment of polychromy and “basal- 
flange” pottery; 

Early 8.14.0.0.0-9.4.0.0.0 

A.D. 3I7“”5I4 

Middle 9.4,o.o.o-9.6.o.o.o 

A.D, S14-554 

Late 9.6.0.0.0-9.10.0.0,0 

A.D. 554-633 , 

Period I of corbeled roof-vaulting. 

Stone stelae. 

Spread of Old Empire culture. 

I Tzakol ceramic phases infrequently repre- 
sented among contemporary li^al wares. 
Period I, corbeled roof-vaulting. 


Old Empire n 
Middle Period 

A.D. 633-731 
9.10.0.0.0-9.1 5.O.O.O 

Tepeu ceramic phase : Early ; “incurved- 
lip” pottery. 

9.10.0.0.0-9.15.0.0.0 

^ A.D. 633-731 

Period II of corbeled roof-vaulting. 
Consolidation of Old Empire culture. 

Early Tepeu ceramic phase infrequently 
represented among contemporary local 
wares. 

Period II, corbeled roof-vaulting. 

4 

Old Empire III 

Oreat Period 

Tepeu ceramic phase: Middle 

9.15 .o.o.o-i 0.3 .0.0.0 

A.D. 731-889 

Period 11 of corbeled roof-vaulting. 
Florescence of Old Empire culture. 

Middle Tepeu ceramic phase infre- 
quently represented among contempo- 
rary local wares. 

Beginnings of Yucatan slate ware. 

Period II, corbeled roof-vaulting. 


A.D. 731-987 

9. 1 5 .o.o.o-i o.S.o.o.o 

Tepeu ceramic phase: Late 
10.3.0.0.0-10.8.0.0.0 

A.D, 889-987 

Period 11 of corbeled roof-vaulting. 

Decline and collapse of Old Empire 
culture. 

Late Tepeu ceramic phase infrequently 
represented among contemporary local 
wares. 

Further development of Yucatan slate 
ware. 

Period II, corbeled roof-vaulting. 

5 

New Empire I 

1 Puuc Period 

A.D. 987-1194 
10.8.0.0.0-10.18.10.0.0 
Katun 2 Ahau— Tun 10 
of Katun 8 Ahau 

Abandoned, 

Puuc ceramic phase. 

Highest development of Yucatan slate ware 
and first appearance of Fine Orange 
ware (Phase i) imported from 

Tabasco (? ). 

Rise, florescence, and decline of the Puuc 
cities. 

Period III, corbeled roof-vaulting. 

6 

New Empire 11 
Mexican Period 

A.D. 1 1 94-1 441 
I 0 . 8 .I 0 . 0 . 0 -I I.I I. 0 . 0.0 
Tun 10 of Katun 8 Ahau- | 
Katun 10 Ahau 

Abandoned. 

Mexican ceramic phase. 

Fine Orange ware (Phase 2 ) and first 
appearance of Plumbate ware, latter 
imported from southern highlands. 

Rise of Mayapan and decline of Chichen 
Itza. 

Period III, corbeled roof-vaulting. 

7 

New Empire III 
Period of Disintegration 

A.D. 1441-1697 

I I.I I. O.O.O-I a.4. 1. 0.0 
Katun ID Ahau-Katun 8 
Ahau 

Tayaaal at western end of Lake Peten 

Itza occupied. 

Fail of Mayapan (1441) and end of 
centralized authority. Decadent ceramic 
phase 5 coarse red pottery. 

Period III, corbeled roof-vaulting. 



























southeastward into Honduras and El Salvador, and (2) southward 
into the highlands of Guatemala, where pottery of this type has 
been found at Coban and Chama in the Department of Alta Vera 
Paz and at Zacualpa in the Department of El Quiche. Curiously 
enough no Tepeu pottery has been found at Kaminal-juyu in 
the Guatemala highlands, and therefore it would seem that relar 
tions between this latter city and the lowland cities to the north, 
which were fairly close during the later Tzakol phase, had been 
broken o£F before Tepeu times. 

Amid the numerous wares of the Tepeu phase the following 
are outstanding: slipped bowls with large openings and striated, 
appliqued, grooved, thumbnail-punched, and impressed deco- 
rations; red bowls with flaring necks and handles; incurved-lip 
bowls; incurved-lip tripod dishes and tripod plates with flaring 
sides; carved orange vases with pedestal bases and bowls with 
rounded sides; unslipped, though occasionally painted, mold- 
made figures, both human and animal, sometimes in the form of 
whistles. Finally there is a bewildering variety of shapes in poly- 
chrome ware — ^tripod plates with flaring sides, basal-molding 
tripod plates, bowls with straight sides and cylindrical or barrel- 
shaped vases, their painted designs covering many subjects: geo- 
metric patterns, life-forms ranging from human to insect, hiero- 
glyphic inscriptions, whole ceremonies and scenes from the late 
Old Empire picture (Plates 87, 88, 89, a, and Figs. 49, 50, 51). 
No other aboriginal people of the entire New World ever pro- 
duced such superb painted pottery as did the ancient Maya of the 
first century and a half of the Great Period of the Old Empire 
(731-889), an esthetic superachievement they themselves never 
again equaled. 

The Tepeu ceramic period has been called the “incurved-lip” 
phase because of the frequency with which this type of rim treat- 
ment was used during the Middle and Great Periods of the Old 
Empire. 

Beginning with the Tzakol ceramic phase, the slipped mono- 
chrome ware shows an abrupt change in the tempering material 
used as compared with pre-Maya slipped monochrome. Volcanic 




ash temper suddenly replaces sherd temper, which, except as 
shown in the earliest Tzakol vessels, practically disappears as a 
tempering material in this ware. Volcanic ash continues to be the 
principal temper used in slipped monochrome throughout the 
Tzakol phase, though calcite temper also was sometimes used. 

During the next ceramic phase— the Tepeu — calcite becomes 
the predominant temper. At this time there appears an increasing 
tendency toward a definite correlation between kinds of vessels 
and the corresponding tempers used in making themj one kind 
of vessel has a calcite temper and another kind one of volcanic 
ash. Pottery-making had indeed become a fine art. 

When we come to polychrome ware, which first appears in the 
Tzakol ceramic phase, the principal temper used was volcanic ash, 
though here again certain types of vessels show calcite temper. 

These changes in tempering materials are of interest to the 
archaeologist because they reveal changing ceramic practices, show 
the influences of the ceramic techniques of one region upon those 
of another, and give indications of outside trade relations. Such 
changes in tempering materials may be due: (i) to the adoption 
of a superior tempering material as the' result of practical experi- 
mentation by an up-and-coming potter 5 (2) to the adoption of 
methods practiced by potters of one district by potters of another 
district j and (3) to the importation of foreign wares. 

The most logical explanation of a variety of tempering mate- 
rials used in the same type of pottery at the same time is that they 
are the work of different groups, certain vessels being imported 
pieces. But in order to prove such a theory, extensive as well as 
intensive knowledge of the ceramic art of the entire Yucatan 
Peninsula and surrounding regions will first be necessary, and as 
yet our understanding of ancient Maya ceramics may be said to be 
only at the grammar-school stage. Before high-school, college, 
and university status may be achieved in this field, widespread 
excavations not only in the Maya area proper but also in the sur- 
rounding culture provinces must be undertaken, and the result- 
ing ceramic materials must then be subjected to close, comparative 
study. 



NEW EMPIRE POTTERY 

We have seen that at a very early date the craft of pottery- 
making spread all over the Yucatan Peninsula, probably from the 
Guatemala highlands to the south, covering not only the southern 
half but also the more distant northern half of the peninsula as 
well. 

Pottery reached the northern half of the Yucatan Peninsula 
probably well toward the beginning of the first millenium before 
Christ, on a definitely pre-Maya (pre-Old Empire) horizon. 
The Mamom and Chicane! ceramic phases, the former the oldest 
pottery encountered anywhere in the Yucatan Peninsula, both 
seem to be fairly homogeneous whether found in the north or in 
the south. Once the idea of making baked-clay vessels had been 
implanted in the northern half of the peninsula, however, Yuca- 
tan ceramics followed its own local evolutionary trends. The 
Mamom and Chicanel pottery of Yucatan is more like the Mamom 
and Chicanel - pottery of Peten. Still, as time went on and the 
Chicanel ceramic phase changed into the Tzakol phase in Peten 
at the beginning of the Old Empire, corresponding changes were 
also taking place independently in the north. Divergent ceramic 
development was gradually widening the gap between the pottery 
arts of the two regions. Finally, by the time the pre-Maya epoch 
came to its end in the early fourth century of the Christian Era, 
the pottery of both regions already, differed widely, each having 
followed its own pattern of development. 

During both the Tzakol and early Tepeu ceramic phases of 
the Old Empire, pottery throughout the northern half of the 
peninsula varies greatly, not only between different sections but 
also from the contemporary pottery of the Old Empire. Peten 
polychrome wares have been found only in, small quantities in 
northern Yucatan, and when they do occur they stand out sharply 
from local wares. Finally, by the time the Old Empire came to 
its end in the tenth century, the ceramic wares of the northern 
peninsula had acquired a strong individual character, as a result of 
divergent evolution, which in the larger view owed little to Old 
Empire ceramic influences. 


PUUC PHASE 


The ceramic period called New Empire I, or Puuc, was 
brought about by Maya-Mexican invasions of Yucatan in the tenth 
century. The vigorous newcomers provided a fillipj a shot in the 
arm to dying Old Empire culture in the north, which stimulus 
in turn produced the Maya Renaissance in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries. Not only pottery but architecture, sculpture, 
and the other arts reflected this strong new cultural impetus, 
though architecture alone reached new heights of expression; the 
others, including pottery, never again equaled the high levels they 
had attained during the Great Period of the Old Empire. 

The most characteristic ware of the Puuc ceramic period was 
Yucatan slate, which occurs in both decorated and plain vessels. 
Decoration was achieved by cutting away the background, leaving 
the design in low flat relief; some examples are very lovely 
(Plate 83), but even the best examples of this ware do not ap- 
proach bowls in the same carved decorative technique of Old 
Empire late Tepeu pottery. Yucatan slate first appears in the 
northern peninsula as far back as late Old Empire times but 
reached its greatest development during the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries during the early New Empire. 

Fine Orange pottery, definitely a trade ware, also occurs 
throughout the Puuc period. Although of foreign origin, so far 
as the Maya were concerned its considerable prevalence in north- 
ern Yucatan during the eleventh and twelfth centuries indicates 
that it came from a near-by region. It appears probable that its 
center of manufacture was somewhere along the Tabasco coast 
plain. Since the Maya-Mexican invaders of the tenth century cer- 
tainly passed through this region and probably sojourned there 
for a considerable time, perhaps several centuries before moving 
northeastward into Yucatan, it is not at all improbable that they 
themselves either first developed this ware in Tabasco, later 
bringing it with them to Yucatan, or that they acquired it in their 
passage through the Tabasco coast plain and carried it with them 
into the northern peninsula. 

Fine Orange ware of the Puuc period (Phase i) is remark- 


ably homogeneous, suggesting a relatively short occupation of the 
Puuc dties — ^perhaps not more than the two centuries allotted 
here (987—1194). Fine Orange ranges in color from terra-cotta 
red to orange and occasionally to a neutral gray, the last perhaps 
due to inequalities in firing. It seems to contain no special tem- 
pering material other than minerals which occur naturally in the 
clay from which the ware was made. Sometimes Fine Orange 
ware is plain and sometimes it is decorated with a carved tech- 
nique, the background being cut away, like the lovely example 
found at Uxmal (Fig. 43, «). 

Perhaps sometime during this period the Island of Jaina, off 
the northwest coast of the peninsula, developed into a center for 
the manufacture of anthropomorphic clay figurines in a variety 
of postures showing different kinds of wearing apparel and dress 
accessories (Plate 82), some of which are of considerable esthetic 
merit. 

MEXICAN PHASE 

The ceramic period, called New Empire II or Me^dcan, makes 
its appearance in northern Yucatan at the end of the twelfth 
century, presumably following the conquest of Chichen Itza in 
1194 by Hunac Ceel, the halack uink of Mayapan and his Mexi- 
can allies from the Point Xicalanco region of eastern Tabasco 
(chapter v, p. 91). This ceramic period is best studied at Chichen 
Itza and Mayapan, where excavations in stratified deposits at both 
sites show clearly that as the former city declined the latter grew 
stronger, almost as though the waning of the Itza metropolis 
was due to the waxing of the Cocom capital. 

Another common ware of the period was Fine Orange (Phase 
2), principally found at Chichen Itza and Mayapan. This has the 
same fine texture as the first phase and to a certain extent the 
same color range and decorative techniques (painted and incised) j 
however, it differs markedly in shape, surface finish, and design. 
Vessels in the second phase of Fine Orange are not so well exe- 
cuted as those in the first phase. Three varieties of incised deco- 
ration are found: incised through a red over-all slip; incised 
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Fig. 43. — Examples of Fine Orange ware from the New Empire: (a) from 
Uxmalj (h and c) from Chichen Itza. 



through a black slip to a red base color (Fig. 43, b ) } and incised 
through a white slip to a red base color (Fig. 43, c). 

During the New Empire II Period, Plumbate pottery, an- 
other surely imported ware, makes its appearance for the first time 
in northern Yucatan. Plumbate ware has a beautiful lustrous 
finish, almost a metallic sheen, and varies in color from a brilliant 
orange through terra cotta and tan to lead gray 5 since all of these 
tones can and do occur in the same vessel, such color differences 
are probably due to temperature diflFerences in firing, some parts 
of the vessel having been exposed to greater heat than others. 
This ware has a slip, and the clay itself probably contained ingre- 
dients which cause the lustrous surface sheen after firing. Evi- 
dently the true Plumbate ware (there are several imitations) 
comes from a restricted region where such a speciaiized clay 
exists. Although the place of manufacture has not yet been defi- 
nitely determined, present indications are that it was made some- 
where in the southern highlands, that is, somewhere between 
western El Salvador and eastern Chiapas, Mexico. 

Plumbate ware occurs in many shapes, modeling being the chief 
decorative technique} effigy vases and bowls with extremely well 
modeled human, animal, and bird forms are common (Plate 84). 
Although this ware appears relatively late in Maya history (New 
Empire II), examples of it are so common at Chichen Itza that 
wherever its place of origin may have been, extensive trade rela- 
tions must have beeri carried on between it and the Itza capital 
during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. 

Another very common ware both at Chichen Itza and Mayapan 
during the Mexican period was the partly modeled, partly ap- 
pliqued, and sometimes even partly molded incense burners. 
These usually consist of a flaring vase to the front of which is 
attached a human figure (sometimes only the head). Plate 85, bf 
shows one of these which was found at a small site a few miles 
southeast of Chichen Itza. The figure is a foot high and light- 
brown in color. Some incense burners are taller than this, others 
are shorter} some are more elaborate, others less so} many are 
painted. They were built up piece by piece, the arms, legs, cloth- 


mmZ ing, and dress accessories being made separately and then attached 
to the trunk of the figure after the latter had itself been fastened 
to the vase. Pom incense was burned inside the vase, while offer- 
ings of corn, beans, tobacco, chili pepper, cotton, et cetera, were 
placed on the extended hands of the figure, or as among the mod- 
ern Lacandon, on the protruding lower lip of the head (Plate 
8 1, i) . As noted above, such incense burners are found in great- 
est abundance at Chichen Itza and Mayapan and date from the 
Mexican period. 

DECADENT PHASE 

After the fall of Mayapan in 1441, the most important Maya 
center in the northern half of Yucatan was Mani, the last capital 
of the Xiu state. Here a coarse, red pottery of decadent type 
(Plate 85, a) continued to be made down to the time of the Span- 
ish Conquest and even afterward during the early Colonial Period, 
but it was heavy, crude, and quite without esthetic value. The 
glorious ceramic traditions of the Old Empire, even the less meri- 
torious wares of the New Empire, were never again equaled, and 
Maya pottery as a fine art suffered final eclipse. 

SUMMARY OF MAYA CERAMICS 

The ceramics of the Yucatan Peninsula, considered as a whole, 
may be divided into the seven periods in Table IX (facing p. 392) . 

Much of the corresponding chronology in this table, especially 
the equivalent Christian dates, is still speculative. First, the exact 
correlation of Maya and Christian chronologies has not yet been 
surely determined (see Appendix I, p. 457) j and, secondly, the 
amount of time suggested for the Mamom and Chicanel ceramic 
phases, Pre-Maya II and III, is only approximate. The length of 
the Mamom phase indicated in Tables IX and X depends on the 
assumption that the craft of pottery-making first reached Peten 
not long after or at the same time as the introduction of agricul- 
ture, indeed may even have come with it 5 this event is fixed as 
having occurred in round numbers at 1000 b.c., which is to say 
that although knowledge of agriculture and the potter’s craft 



t Bowl from Dzan, Yucatan, Mexico 
(Morley Collection). 


Plate 83. — Examples of Yucatat^ Slate 
Ware, Puuc Period, Northern 
Yucatan, Mexico 


t a) Excavated fragment, Uxmal, Yucatan, 
Mexico. 


c) Jar, provenance unknown (Rafael de 
Regil Collection, Merida, Yucatan, Mex- 
I ico). 



Y) Engraved vase found near Ticul, Yucatan, 
Mexico (Peabody Museum of Archaeology 
and Ethnology,- Harvard University, Cam- 
bridge, Massachusetts) . ^ 










Plate 84. — Examples of Plum bate Ware, Mexican Period, 
Northern Yucatan, Mexico 

(Rafael de Rcgil Collection, Merida, Yucatan, Mexico) 



t a) Coarse red ware tripod bowls, northern Yucatan, Mexico. 

4 Incense-burner found near Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico. 
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i) Spinning. 


B) Weaving. 


Plate 86. — Spinning and Weaving 
AMONG THE LaCANDON MaYA, ChIAPAS> 

Mexico 




could not have reached Peten later than lOCX) b.c. they both may SSS 
well have reached there considerably before. The length of the 
Chicanel ceramic phase is based on the assumption that it began 
about the time the Maya chronological system was invented j this 
is generally conceded to have taken place in either 7.0.0.0.0 or 
7.6.0.0.0 of the Maya Era — 353 or 235 b.c., respectively. 

The respective lengths of these seven ceramic periods are given 
in Table X. 

TABLE X 


Duratioh op the S^ven Ceramic Periods of the Yucatan Peninsula 

Number of Corresponding 


Period 

Name of Period 

Ceramic Phase 

Length of Period 


I 

.Pre-Maya ll 

. Mamom 


647 -f- years 

2. . . . . 

.Pre-Maya III 

, CJiicanel 


670 

years 


Old Empire I .... . 

. Tzakol, early 

197 years 



3 j 

Old Empire I 

. Tzakol, middle 

40 years 




Old Empire I 

. Tzakol, late 

79 years 






— 

316 

years 

1 

f Old Empire II . . . 

.Tepeu, early 

100 years 



4 \ 

1 Old Empire III . . . 

.Tepeu, middle 

154 years 



1 

[Old Empire III . . . 

.TepeUj late 

100 years 






— 

354 

years 

5 

, New Empire I . . . . 

. Puuc 


207 

years 

6...... 

. New Empire II . . . 

. Mexican 


247 

years 

7 

, New Empire III . . . 

, Decadent 


100 

years 


The first two periods are necessarily much longer than the 
others? in fact the first two combined are even somewhat longer 
than all the others put together. This is the invariable story .in 
human progress— slow, very slow at first, crawling forward step 
by step with each important gain the result of decades, perhaps 
even centuries of previous trial and error. A long time, probably 
well over a millenium, was required for the development and 
accumulation of those several cultural elements which together 
in later times constituted the Maya civilization as the term is used 
in this book. Once these cultural elements had been achieved, 
as they were at the threshold of the Old Empire in the early 
years of the fourth century of the Christian Era, ancient Maj^ 
progress was rapid and advances were made at an accelerated 


SSS tempo. The lengths of the several periods given in Table X show 
a general tendenq^ to become increasingly shorter as the end is 
approached, thus conforming with the invariable law of civiliza- 
tion — ^faster, faster, faster. 

The pottery of the Old Empire was never equaled during 
New Empire times, and from an esthetic point of view the deco- 
rated wares of the former are probably the finest examples of 
the potter’s art in the New World. The Maya stressed the deco- 
rative quality in pottery even at the cost of durability. Fine fin- 
ish, high luster, bright colors were the characteristics sought. 
In both monochrome and polychrome wares smooth, even sur- 
faces, mirror-like luster, and a range of bright oranges and reds, 
which retained their brilliance and clarity even after firing, were 
achieved. This high luster and these bright colors, however, 
were made possible only by comparatively low firing temperatures 
(a maximum of between 1300° and 1350° F.), which in turn 
produced a soft pottery that can be scratched even with the thumb- 
nail; thus strength was sacrificed to beauty. This is true because 
high-temperature firing causes the clay to shrink; it breaks up 
smooth, even surfaces which have been compacted by burnishing 
before firing, and because of this they disperse rather than reflect 
light and thus give a dull appearance. Then, too, the iron oxides 
upon which the ancient Maya depended principally for their 
red and orange pigments lose their brightness at high tempera- 
tures and become brownish. 

The poor technical quality of Maya pottery is in striking 
contrast to its beauty of finish and decoration. In order to com- 
pensate for the lack of tensile strength due to low firing tem- 
peratures, the Maya potters were obliged to increase the thick- 
ness of the walls of their vessels, giving a general effect of heavi- 
ness except in the most beautiful examples. 

In addition to the desire to have high luster and bright colors, 
the Maya potter fired at low temperatures because his tempering 
material, especially in the Great Period of the Old Empire, was 
largely groimd limestone. If pastes of this kind are subjected 
to high enough temperatures to make them really hard, the 



ground limestone in the temper calcines, after which it reacts 
readily to moisture — slakes and expands so that the vessel cracks. 
Indeed the poor quality of Old Empire pottery strongly suggests 
that it was developed primarily as an art ware; few technical 
advances were achieved in the making of purely utilitarian wares 
throughout Maya history. 

It may be of interest in this coimection to note that the maxi- 
mum firing temperature used among the Pueblo Indian potters 
of our own Southwest at Zia, New Mexico, in firing polychrome 
wares is 1724° Fahrenheit. Marfa Martinez of San Ildefonso, 
New Mexico, perhaps the best of all our present-day Pueblo 
potters, fires her beautiful black luster ware at only 1238° Fahren- 
heit. 

Maya pottery is marked by a great diversity of wares, high 
development and stylization of shapes, and many decorative 
techniques. Even as early as the beginning of the Old Empire 
there was already a multitude of shapes. The greater proportion 
of shallow and flat-bottomed plates and dishes represents a stage 
of far greater sophistication in the potter’s craft than the simple 
hemispherical bowls of the Pueblo Indians of the Southwestern 
United States. Decorative practices included practically all tech- 
niques: grooving, incising, carving, punching, modeling, molding, 
applique, fredike perforations, and paintings. 

It was in the last technique, however, in connection with their 
polychrome wares, that the Maya displayed their greatest skill, 
employing a wide range of colors and showing a knowledge of 
draftmanship of the highest order. 

Maya painting will be described at greater length in the next 
chapter, but a few observations may be made here in connection 
with the use of this technique in the decoration of pottery. 

Greens, blues, and reds derived from cinnebar were applied 
after firing, since the only substances the Maya knew which would 
produce these tones yielded fugitive colors that could not survive 
even low firing temperatures. These colors were applied after 
firing, being painted on a lime-stucco base which resulted in beau- 
tiful pastel shades. Sometimes in the case of incised black ware. 


SS often of high luster, the pigment was simply rubbed into the 
incised lines. However, the bright oranges and reds derived from 
iron oxides were able to withstand the low firing temperatures 
employed without losing brilliance. 

The high development of painted design in Maya polychrome 
ware is all the more striking when we bear in mind that it did not 
be^n until the third ceramic period, that is the Tzakol phase 
during the Early Period of the Old Empire (Old Empire I). 

Then, too, pottery decoration in the immediately preceding phases, 

the Mamom and Chicanel (Pre-Maya II and III), was fairly 
simple. The elaborately carved, modeled, and molded vessels 
of the Great Period (Old Empire III) offer still further evidence 
of the superexcellence of ceramic art in late Old Empire times, 
a pre-eminence the Maya were destined never again to attain. 


MISCELLANEOUS AISTS ANO CRAFTS 


TEXTILES 

NO TEXTILES from the Old Empire Period have survived 
and only a very few from the New Empire Period. A few frag- 
ments of white cotton cloth, said to date from just before the 
Spanish Conquest, are reported from a small cave near Tenam in 
the highlands of eastern Chiapas j the supposed late New Empire 
origin of this cloth is based upon the type of pottery found associ- 
ated with it. Numerous small pieces of carbonized cotton cloth, 
which show many difFerent and complicated weaves and which 
also date from late New Empire times, were recovered from the 
Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza. 

The foregoing extremely limited examples constitute the 
only actual specimens of ancient Maya textiles that have been 
discovered up to the present time. But as to their former abund- 
ance and variety, the reliefs of both the Old and New Empires 
bear ample witness. Furthermore the modern Maya of the high- 
lands of Guatemala— the Quiche, Cakchiquel, and other related 
tribes — ^have an exceedingly rich textile art which derives directly 
from their pre-Conquest ancestors. Finally the Lacandon Maya 
of the eastern Chiapas forests still practice spinning and hand- 
loom weaving, crafts that have only just disappeared in northern 
Yucatan during the past generation or two. 

The sculptures of the Old Empire indicate that the cotton 
fabrics of that period must have been extraordinarily rich and of 
complicated weave. Woven decorations, insets of something like 
lace or possibly even drawnwork, and elaborate embroidery in 
both colored cotton threads and featherwork seem to have been 
employed, A few representations of these Old Empire textiles. 


taken from the monuments, are shown in Figure 44 , by c, and 
some being so ornate as to suggest heavy, sumptuous brocades} 
other textiles from the New Empire are illustrated in Figure 

44,^,/,^,and/%. . 

Hand-woven cotton stuffs {fatis) of fixed length and width 
were used as articles of trade in ancient times and later, after the 
Spanish Conquest, became the principal form of tribute {mantas) 
exacted from the Indians by their conquerors. 
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Fic. 44. — Old Empire textiles taken from the monuments; and New 

Empire textiles /, gy h) from wall-paintings and pottery. 


The Lacandon, Whose living conditions more closely resemble 
those of the ancient Maya than those of any other modern Maya 
groups, still spin their own cotton thread and weave a coarse cloth 
from it, using the same techniques in both spinning and weaving as 
did their ancestors of the Old and New Empires. 

The work of spinning and weaving is done by the women. 
They gather the cotton from the field and spin it into thread, 
using as a spindle a slender pointed stick of hard wood about 10 
or 12 inches long, weighted about 3 inches from the lower end 


with a ring of pottery. However, this latter part of the spindle, 
which archaeologists call the spindle-whorl, is all that has sur- 
vived of ancient Maya spinning and weaving implements, the 
wooden looms and spindles having long since mingled with the 
dust of the women who operated them. 

These circular baked-clay weights are found in greatest abund- 
ance throughout the Middle American region. Their purpose was 
to give balance and weight to the spindle as it was twirled rapidly 
in the fingers of the right hand, while the lower end of the spin- 
dle rested in a gourd on the ground in front of the spinner j the 
unspun cotton was held in the left hand or thrown over the left 
shoulder (Plate 86, a). These small baked-clay disks have been 
unearthed by every excavation ever undertaken in the Maya areaj 
they have been found in the very lowest occupation levels at Uax- 
actun and from the very latest period at Chichen Itza. Their wide- 
spread distribution indicates the former very general prevalence 
of weaving among the Maya. 

The Maya loom was of the same general type as those of other 
Indian peoples of North America — ^the Mexicans, Navajos, and 
Pueblos of our own Southwest, for example. Two rods of some 
light, strong wood are fastened one to each end of the warp to 
keep the cloth stretched to the desired width. The lower rod 
ixunche) is attached to the back of the weaver by a thick hemp 
cord {yamal), permitting the warp to be tightened at will simply 
by the weaver’s leaning backward. The upper rod is attached 
to a tree or post. The strip of cloth may be made as long as 
eight feet, anii as it lengthens it is wound around the upper 
rod. The woman with the shuttle in her left hand sits as far back 
from the post or tree as possible in order to hold the loom hori- 
zontally at the required tension (Plate 86, b). The cloth is 
woven in one straight piece to the deared length. The looms 
are not more than two and a half to three feet wide, and when 
wider cloth is desired two strips are sewed together. 

An ancient representation of this same weaving technique ap- 
pears in the Codex Tro-Cortesianus (Fig. 45), where a female 
counterpart of Itzamna, perhaps Ixchel, his wife and patroness of 




the art, is shown weaving, one end of the loom being tied to a 
SS5 tree and the other wound around the goddess’ waist, shuttle in 
408 left hand as among the Lacandon women today. According to 
New Empire mythology, we have seen that Ixchel as moon- 
goddess was the consort of Itzamna, the sun-god; her daughter, 

Ix Chebel Yax, was patroness of the 
allied art of embroidery. 

The Indians of the highlands of 
Guatemala still have a rich textile art, 
the various towns and villages being 
characterized by the different kinds of 
cloth they weave and by their tradi- 
tional designs. Formerly these differ- 
ences were tribal rather than between 
different towns, but since the Spanish 
conquerors everywhere sought to break 
down old political divisions among the 
Indians such differences in textiles and 
garments today are characteristic of 
towns and villages rather than of tribal groups. Although wool 
has been introduced into Guatemala since the Conquest and is now 
woven into blankets of very fine quality, for the most part the 
native clothing is still made of hand-loom cotton cloth. Today 
silk is generally employed in embroidery, but formerly colored 
cotton threads and feathers were used instead. As there are no 
fixed designs, no two pieces of cloth are exactly alike, but in each 
village there is general conformity to the traditional village pat- 
tern (Plate 26, ^ and ^). 

The colors used by the Guatemala Indians in their hand- 
woven cotton fabrics still bear some relation to those used by the 
ancient Maya. Black still represents weapons because it is the 
color of obsidian, formerly used in making spear and arrow points; 
the terrible macmhuitl, a vicious war club, was inset on opposite 
sides with rows of obsidian points (Fig. 6, /). Yellow still sym- 
bolizes food because it is the color of corn; red represents blood, 
and blue means sacrifice. The royal color is green because green 


Fig. 45. — ^The goddess Ixchel weav- 
ing. Page 79, Codex Tro-Cortesi- 
anus. 


is the color of the highly prized quetzal bird, whose plumage was 
reserved for the rulers. 

In coloring textiles today, as was probably also the case in 
ancient times, the thread itself is dyed and not the finished fabric. 
Although aniline dyes are now replacing the old animal, mineral, 
and vegetable colors, a few of the latter are still in use such as 
indigo, the roots and barks of certain trees, the juice of vegetables 
and berries (the wild tomato and blackberry for example), and 
the cochineal insect, which yields a rich red coloring matter. Per- 
haps the most highly prized of all the native dyes was a deep pur- 
ple obtained from a kind of mollusk found along the Pacific Coast 
{Purfura fatula^ Linnaeus and Lamarck), a relative of the Medi- 
terranean mollusk which gave the famous “royal purple of Tyre.” 

In Yucatan the type of embroidery used by the modern Maya 
is cross-stitch {xoc bil chut, or “threads that are counted”). For- 
merly the designs may have been geometric like those still used 
by the women of the distant Tixcacal group in central Quintana 
Roo (Plate 26, c). Geometric designs, however, have largely dis- 
appeared from northern Yucatan today, being replaced by floral, 
bird, animal, and even insect motifs (Plate 26, d). 

Native weaves and native colors, unhappily, are everywhere 
giving way to machine-made fabrics and aniline dyes. Except in 
the highlands of Guatemala, native weaving and dyeing have all 
but disappeared, and even in this region both are on the way out — 
the last survivors of a former and brilliant native art. 

BASKETRY AND MATTING 

As in the case of textiles, ancient Maya basketry is practically 
nonexistent, and although a few fragments of textiles have been 
found, no early baskets have been discovered. However, repre- 
sentations of baskets from the Old Empire reliefs are not lacking. 
An elaborate basket appears resting on the ground in Lintel 24 at 
Yaxchilan (Fig. 46, a). The upper half is in a twilled technique, 
but the middle section is of finer weave, showing an alternating 
design of stepped frets and groups of small squares} the bottom 
seems to be ornamented with featherwork. Representations of 


two late Old Empire baskets are shown in Figure 46, b and c, from 
the Nebaj Vase. A basket from a wall-painting in the Temple of 
the Jaguars at Chichen Itza and dating from the New Empire 
(Fig. 46, £) is more elaborate but far less effective. 
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Fig. 46. — Old and New Empire baskets from the monuments, wall-paintings, 
and pottery: (a) on Lintel 24, Yaxchilan; (3 and c) on the Nebaj Vase; (d) 
fresco in the Temple of the Jaguars, Chichen Itza. 

Modern Lacandon baskets, as well as those of northern Yuca- 
tan, are relatively crude. Some with vertical sides and open tops 
are woven from thin, tough vines} these are large and coarse and 
are used for carrying corn from the cornfields to the house. Split- 
cane baskets are smaller and more neatly woven} they serve for 
all sorts of domestic purposes in the home. 

As for matting, no actual pieces have survived but imprints of 
it on pottery and plaster have been found. There was a subter- 
tanean storeroom for corn below the lowest floor level in the plaza 
of Group E at Uaxactim. Here a small heap of disintegrated 
material was found, apparently the remains of a palm-fiber mat, 
for a weave pattern could be barely distinguished. Then at 
Chichen Itza the imprint of another piece of matting was found in 
the sanctuary of the temple buried beneath the Castillo } the 
famous Red Jaguar throne had rested upon this matting. The 
weave of this New Empire piece was identical with that of mats 
which are still made and sold in the Merida market today. 

Mats played an important role in ancient Maya life. A piece 
of matting with the sun symbol beside it (Fig. 19, a) is the 
hieroglyph for the first month of the ancient Maya year, Po-p, 
which means ‘‘matting.” In the council-chamber sitting on a mat 
was a mark of authority, and throughout the Book of Chilam 
Balam of Chumayel the words “mat” and “throne” are used in- 
terchangeably. The sequence of the hieroglyphic inscriptions on 


the backs of Stela J at Copan and Stela H at Quirigua both follow bJLi 
the weave of a mat pattern in the order of their reading} the 5SS 
former (Fig. 47, b') is more complicated than Figure 47, and 411 
is exactly like the symbol for the month Pop mentioned above. 



Fic. 47. — ^Mat pattema shown on the backs of Old Empire monuments; the 

glyph, sequence in these inscriptions follows the pattern of a mat. {a) Stela H at 
Quirigua; (B) Stela J at Copan. 



Baskets, woven bags, carrying-nets, and matting must have 
been extremely common among the ancient Maya, for the mate- 
rials from which they were made^ — ^vines, fibers, and palms — 
occurred in the greatest abundance throughout this area. 

PAINTING - 

Painting was a fine art among the ancient Maya and reached 
a degree of excellence attained by no other people of aboriginal 
America. Frescoes painted directly upon the white plaster finish 
were used in the decoration of both interior and exterior walls. 
Painting was also used in the decoration of ceramic wares and in 
illustrating the codices, or hieroglyphic manuscripts. 

The Maya palette was extensive. There were several reds, 
ranging from an opaque purplish-red, like Indian red, through 
a finely graded series of transparent shades to a brilliant 
orange. A coppery-tan color was used extensively for outlining, 
both in the wall-paintings and in the codices, while varying mix- 
tures of the foregoing shades with opaque white gave a number 
of pinks. The yellows range from a pale greenish-yellow to a 
dark yellow, the latter approaching orange. A dark brown resulted 
from mixing yellow and black. There seems to have been but a 
single blue; when this was painted over an opaque ground, how- 
ever, an effect of Prussian blue was obtained, but when laid 
directly on white plaster a bright cerulean blue resulted. There 
are many greens, from olive to almost black; since no basic green 
has been found, however, it seems likely that the different shades 
encountered are the results of varying mixtures of blue and yel- 
low. In addition to the foregoing colors a brilliant, lustrous 
black was used for outlining, and an opaque white for mixing. It 
should be pointed out that the foregoing colors are those which 
were in use at the height of the New Empire in northern Yucatan; 
probably during the Old Empire and certainly in the Early and 
Middle Periods the Maya palette was more limited. 

The substance with which the colors were mixed to give them 
fluidity would seem to have been highly agglutinative and viscous; 
the pigments were either ground to a powder and mixed dry with 



this medium or were added to it in the form of a highly concen- 
trated liquid. Chemical analyses were made of a number of the 
pigments used in the Chichen Itza frescoes, but no trace of this car- 
rying substance could be found, which probably indicates that it 
was of organic nature and has totally disappeared with time. I be- 
lieve this medium may well have been the resin of the -pom tree 
from which the copal varnish of modern commerce is made j this 
would have made an excellent carrying medium for the pigments. 

The colors would seem to have been both of vegetable and 
mineral origin. There are a number of trees in the Yucatan Penin- 
sula yielding excellent dyes — ^red, black, and blue. Analysis of 
the pigments used in the Chichen Itza wall-paintings, however, 
shows that they are almost if not entirely of mineral origin, perhaps 
in part because of the fact that vegetable colors are more fugi- 
tive and their presence is less easy to ascertain. The reds are made 
from hematite, perhaps gathered from ant-hills, where a very 
red earth is found. The yellows are from yellow ocherous earths 
and clays, the coloring matter being due to the presence of iron. 
Charcoal and other carbonized organic matter, perhaps bone, was 
found to be the essential ingredient of the black pigment. The 
strong blue, although its exact nature could not be identified, was 
proved to have been inorganic — ^probably some mineral clay. 
X-ray photographs of this blue pigment, of beidellite, and of blue 
chromiferous clay show that all three are very similar. The 
greens, as noted above, are mixtures of this blue pigment and 
yellow ocher. 

Although the brushes with which these pigments were applied 
have not been found, the nature of the painting, especially in the 
codices, clearly indicates their excellence. Some brushes were so 
delicately made that bold curves as well as fine tapering lines could 
be made with them, and small spaces could be covered exactly 
without overrunning the outlines. Other brushes were larger and 
coarser and were used for filling in backgrounds and broader 
spaces. The brushes would seem to have varied from one-twenty- 
fifth of an inch to three inches in width and were probably made 
of fine feathers or possibly even of hair. 


The oldest painting of any size and importance in the Maya 
area is the partially preserved fresco on the back wall of an outer 
chamber in Structure B-XIII at Uaxactun, excavated by the 
Carnegie Institution in 1937 (Plate 50)* This building dates 
from the Early Period (prior to a.d. 633) and had undergone 
several changes in ancient times, some of its chambers showing 
beam-and-mortar roof construction. The fresco is executed in 
black, red, orange, yellow, and gray and measures 9 feet 10 inches 
wide by 4 feet i inch high. Twenty-six human figures are repre- 
sented; they are arranged in two horizontal panels, one directly 
below the other, and are interspersed with several panels of hiero- 
glyphs. Somewhat below the lower figure panel is a horizontal 
line composed of 72 day-signs (not shown in Plate 50) beginning 
with the day 1 2 Imix and ending with 5 Eb. In the lower panel 
two figures in long robes are seated cross-legged beside an altar 
in the inner chamber of a flat-roofed building, each holding an 
object in the right hand which may be burning incense; the smoke 
curling toward a third fi^e seated in the outer chamber perhaps 
suggests respect being paid to an important visitor. At the left of 
the building are two figures standing face to face with a glyph- 
panel between them; the one on the left holds a small, round 
shield and a staff in his left hand and another weapon, which may 
be a spear-thrower (Maya in the right hand. To the 

right of the building are two other important personages likewise 
facing each other with a glyph-panel between them, and still 
farther to the right a figure seated cross-legged beats a tall cylin- 
drically-shaped drum with the ball of his hand. To the right of 
the drummer there are thirteen standing figures facing toward the 
building. The upper panel shows half a dozen more standing 
figures, each with a corresponding glyph-panel. The whole com- 
position doubtless depicts some important ceremony of the early 
Old Empire and is the oldest Maya wall-painting that has come 
down to us. Old Empire frescoes are exceedingly rare, and it is 
indeed fortunate that this early one is so unusually well preserved. 

Hieroglyphic insaiptions are found painted on interior walls 
of the palace at Palenque, and the walls of the shrine in the back 


chamber of Structure 33 at Yaxchilan show traces of scrolls and mh 
figures painted in red and blue. : mmmm 

Another Old Empire fresco which has only recently come to 415 
light (spring of 1946) is painted on the interior walls of a temple 
at a newly discovered site in the region of the Lacanha River, a 
northwestern tributary of the Lacantun River in eastern Chiapas, 
Mexico. This new painting is in red, yellow, blues, and greens, 
and the scene portrayed contains many figures in elaborate feather- 
work costumes interspersed with small painted glyph-panels. This 
new site has been named Bonampak, meaning “painted walls” in 
Maya. Barring these few examples, however, I know of no other 
frescoes from the Old Empire. 

By far the best paintings of the Old Empire that have come to 
light, however, are the polychrome vases and bowls of the Great 
Period found at Uaxactun, at Holmul, and in the Chama region 
along the upper Chixoy River. The very finest of these were 
found in a stone-lined tomb in one of the later levels of Structure 
A-I at Uaxactun. This must have been the burial of a personage 
of highest rank, judging from* the magnificence of his associated 
mortuary furniture. The skeleton, that of a man, lay at full 
length on its back with the head pointing to the north and both 
arms clasped against the right shoulder (Fig. 48). 

At the head stood the superb painted vase ( i ) nine inches high, 
a drawing of the extended design of which is shown in Plate 87. 

The background color in the original is a brilliant orange-red, the 
figures being outlined in black and painted with black and several 
shades of yellow. Around the top is a line of glyphs and there are 
several glyph-panels interspersed between the figures. The prin- 
cipal panfel, consisting of 16 glyphs, is the center of the design with 
the five human figures and the jaguar all facing it. These glyphs 
declare an impossible Maya date, 7. 5. 0.0.0 8 Ahau 13 Kankin, 
impossible in that it is mathematically incorrect as it stands, as 
24-3 = 4 woxild be. It is probable that the date intended here 
was 8. 5. 0.0.0 12 Ahau 13 Kankin, which would, however, 
involve two changes in the original inscription — one bar and three 
dots in the baktun coefficient, instead of the one bar and /wo dots 



actually recorded (top glyph} second column), and two bars and 
mmmm two dots in the day-sign coefficient, instead of the one bar and 
416 three dots actually recorded (fourth glyph, first column). Even 
these two corrections give an impossibly early date (a.d. 254) for 



Fig. 48. — Sketch of the burial place of a high priest or principal lord in Structure 
A-I5 Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala; for a description of the mortuary furniturcj 
see text. 


this exquisite vase, since stylistically it could not possibly have been 
painted before 9.15.0.0.0 (a.d. 731), at least another five hun- 
dred years later. 

The design shows a halach mnic seated cross-legged on a throne 


and facing the centrally placed glyph-panel. Behind the ruler 
stands an attendant, painted black and holding an eccentric-shaped mSSS 
flint in his left hand (see Plate 95, a, for an actual example of this 417 
same type of object) 5 behind this attendant another figure holds 
an elaborate feather canopy over the ruler’s head. To the left of 
the glyph-panel are three figures. The two standing figures are 
also painted black, one carries an eccentric-shaped flint of the same 
type as that in the hand of the figure on the right and the other 
holds a spear} both wear very elaborate cloaks. Between them is 
a seated jaguar offering two bowls tied together, one inverted 
over the other} these possibly contain a human skull such as was 
found between two identically shaped bowls in Temple E-III also 
here at Uaxactun. ' This handsome composition doubtless depicts 
some ceremony of major importance during Old Empire times. 

This same tomb contained other polychrome vessels of equal 
beauty. Altogether there were eleven pieces of pottery in this 
tomb, of which nine were painted, two of the latter being among 
the finest examples of polychrome ware ever found in the Maya 
area. The flat plate with three legs illustrated in Figure 49 is a 
superb example of masterly design and super-sophistication. It is 
14^ inches in diameter. The background is a creamy terra 
cotta in color, the design being outlined in black and painted in 
black and red. A dancer, poised on his toes, is executing a diflicult 
step, with his right arm resting lightly on his hip and his left 
thrown outward in a graceful gesture. Note the long fingernails 
and toenails, the sure sweep of line, the admirable fitting of the 
design to the circular space} all these reflect long experience in 
portraying the human figure and indicate complete mastery of the 
art. This bowl has a small hole broken in the bottom, apparently 
a ceremonial “releasing of the spirit” of the vessel at the time of 
burial in order that it might accompany the owner on his journey 
to the other world. Two other painted plates from this same tomb 
are shown in Figures 50 and 51. 

A very famous painted vase from the upper Chixoy Valley 
in Guatemala, now in the Museum of the University of Pennsyl- 
vania, is shown with its design extended in Plate 88, a. The colors, 


in addition to black, are red and brown on a background of cream- 
pink. Seven figures, interspersed with as many glyph-pands, are 
portrayed. The two principals are facing each other and are 
painted black} the one on the left wears a jaguar-skin cloak, com- 
plete even to head and paws 5 three of the remaining six figures 



Fig, 49. — Polychrome plate from tomb in 
Structure A-I, Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala. 


carry fans. Such personal characteristics as hairy moles (figure at 
left), moustaches, and beards are faithfully rendered, which 
makes it likely that the figures shown are portraits of specific indi- 
viduals. Again the subject portrayed is doubtless some ceremony 
of the Old Empire. 

A very similar vase from Nebaj on the opposite side of the 
upper Chixoy Valley from Chama is almost as well done (Plate 




89 , «). This has five hu- 
man figures with as many 
glyph-panels, one for each m/ / C 

figure, and a column of mf / n 

four larger glyphs at the ml I 
back of the design. Two of i I 
the figures sit on a dais, that \ 
of the halach uinic occupy- ^ \ 
ing the central position in 
the panel. 

Still a third vase from 
Ratinlinxul in the same re- 
gion shows a halach uimc 
holding a woven fan in his Fig. 50. — ^Polychrome plate from tomb in 
right hand; he is borne in Structure A-I, Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala, 
what appears to be a bas- 
ketry palanquin suspended from carrying poles on the shoulders 
of two husky retainers (Plate 88,^). A dog stretches himself 
realistically below the palanquin, tail raised and curling forward 

as our own dogs still do 
today. There follow five 
^ retainers; the first carries 

^ when the bearers were rest- 

II B the last grasps 

\\\ vJ? Jj cloth in his left hand, while 

k \\\ > M his right clasps his own left 

has upper and lower bands 

of alternating black and 
' white chevrons like the 

Fig. 51. — ^Polychrome plate from tomb in preceding. Other painted 

Structure A-I, Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala. ’l^CS from the Chama re- 


gion presenting this same chevron decoration as that shown in 
Plates 88, a and b, and 89, a, are from Chama, Ratinlinxul, and 
Nebaj, all in the upper Chixoy Valley and all not more than fifty 
miles south of the site where the one-piece mold of a seated fe- 
male, described in chapter xiv (p. 379), was foxmd (Plate 81, c). 

In the New Empire, unquestionably the finest paintings that 
have survived from this later period are found in the codices and 
on some decorated capstones painted in the same technique. Of 
the three former, the Codex Dresdensis (Fig. 9) is the best. The 
brushwork is of the highest qxiality, the lines are sure, bold, and 
fluid, indicating the hand of a master. The Codex Peresianus 
(Figs. 16 and 29) is not so well done as the Codex Dresdensis, 
but the difference between the two is not great. The Codex Tro- 
Cortesianus (Fig. 28), however, is much inferior to the other 
two. In the Codex Tro-Cortesianus both figures and glyphs are 
poorly drawn. Although it is the longest of the three manu- 
scripts, its execution is the poorest} indeed, it almost has the 
appearance of being a hasty job. 

The central capstones in corbel-vaulted chambers were some- 
times painted} the designs were done in the style of the codices 
and were composed of human figures with single rows of glyphs 
both above and below them. These painted capstones are by no 
means common and are confined exclusively to New Empire sites. 
All together, seventeen of them have been reported: three at 
Chichen Itza (Figs. 52 and 53), two at Uxmal, one each at 
Holactun and Keuic, and ten at Santa Rosa Xtampak} at the last 
site, however, instead of being painted directly on the capstone, 
they are painted on a very thick layer of plaster overlying the cap- 
stones. The figures on these painted capstones, as noted above, 
closely resemble those in the codices. 

Wall-paintings at New Empire centers are much more com- 
mon than in the Old Empire and have been found at the following 
sites: Chichen Itza, Tulum, Santa Rita Corozal, Chacmultun, and 
Santa Rosa Xtampak (Plate 19). 

The Temple of the Warriors, the Temple of the Jaguars, and 
to a much lesser extent the Monjas at Chichen Itza have partly- 





preserved frescoes. Two scenes of human sacrifice, one each from 
SSS the first two temples, have already been illustrated (Plate 28, e 
y j-?-? and and a much more ambitious wall-painting of a coastal vil- 
lage from the Temple of the Warriors is shown in Plate 90. The 





sea occupies the lower third of this picture, and there are three 
canoes, each with an oarsman in the prow and two men fishing. 
A variety of marine life swarms in the water: a swordfish, two 
redsnappers, two crabs, five or six snails (one emerging from his 
shell), and a turtle} two other fishes with curling tails are uniden- 
tifiable. On shore at the right, there appears a flat-roofed temple, 
a feathered serpent rising from the inner chamber or sanctuary, 
and two kneeling worshipers in the outer chamber. There are sev- 
eral thatched houses of typical Maya design interspersed with some 
bifurcated, modernistic-looking trees. A number of people of 
both sexes go about their daily tasks — ^men are carrying sacks and 
bundles either on their backs or heads} another man limps along 
by the aid of a staff } a woman watches a pot boiling over the fire} 
another woman washes clothes down at the water’s edge} several 
others sit and gossip } a basket of freshly caught fish stands in the 
doorway of the house in the center, while a white heron flies over- 
head. The whole picture is peaceful and domestic} there are no 
battles and no bloody religious ceremonies. 

Another Chichen Itza mural from the Temple of the Jaguars, 
however, portrays a vigorous assault on a Maya village (Fig. 54). 
Only two of the attackers show in the lower left corner, with 
javelins poised in their right hands and round shields in their left 
hands} a formidable serpent with fiercely darting tongue curls 
behind one of these attackers, apparently his divine patron guard- 
ing him in the fray. The defending warriors, similarly armed, 
swarm out of their village} behind them among the thatched 
houses are the women, one weeping. The composition is full of 
action} the warriors are putting up a spirited fight and the women 
are frightened. There are no superfluous lines, the artist who 
painted this fresco was sure of himself and knew his subject. 

Still a third mural at Chichen Itza, from the Temple of the 
Warriors, shows another battle. A temple stands in a lake in the 
upper left corner of the composition. Several fish, a snail, a crab, 
and a jaguar appear in the water. Elalf a dozen nude captives, 
painted with stripes and their arms tied behind their backs, are 
being led off by warriors or priests (?) painted black. Other war- 
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riors, some standing on the roof, seem to be defending a temple in aaSai 
the lower right corner (Plate 24). mSSZ 

The wall-paintings at Tulum and Santa Rita Corozal appear 425 
to be religious in character, while at Chacmultun they are again 
probably of a domestic nature. 

Painted vases in the New Empire are not only rarer than in 
the Old Empire, but also not as well donej one of the best is 
shown in Plate 89, b. At the right is a tree with a thickened base 
which shows the outline of a human facej there are two horizontal 
branches, and on each a figure is seated with his back to the trunk 
while a serpent coils around the latter. At the right facing the 
tree is a standing figure, with javelins in his left hand, who is 
blowing a blast on a conch shell held in the right hand. Beneath 
the branches two deer are seated and the one at the right is com- 
pletely swathed in bandages. The left half of the composition 
shows two figures facing a standing deer which seems to be in the 
act of shedding its horns. The figure just in front of the deer 
grasps an antler in his right hand and the deer has a blanket on its 
back decorated with cross-bones. The human figure at the left is 
also blowing a conch shell held in his left hand, while the right 
hand grasps two javelins. Tho three human figures at the left all 
wear short jaguar-skin skirts or kilts. Just above the standing deer 
hovers a white bird of prey with hawklike beak. The whole scene 
would seem to represent a ceremony held at the time the deer shed 
their horns, which in Yucatan takes place in March. 

In concluding this discussion of painting among the ancient 
Maya, we may say that the finest examples of this art which have 
survived are the best painted vases and plates of the late Old Em- 
pire 5 next follow the Codex Dresdensis and the Codex Peresianus ; 
and last the wall-paintings, the painted capstones, and the Codex 
Tro-Cortesianus. 

THE LAPIDARY ART 

The finest examples of Maya lapidary art are carved jades, 
which go back to the earliest epoch of recorded Maya history — 
the beginning of the Early Period of the Old Empire. The 


bhSm very earliest of these, we have seen, is the Leyden Plate which 
■ZS was engraved in 320, probably at Tikal (Plate 15). The carving 
of this plate is so shallow as to be little more than incised. Both 
figure and glyphs are astonishingly well done for the very early 
period at which they were executed, but when examined closely 
the quality of line appears slightly blurred or broken. 

Another early piece from Copan, perhaps carved as much as 
two hundred years later, shows considerable improvement in the 
technique of jade carving. This piece (Plate 91, a) is a pendant, 
three inches high and perforated for suspension around the neck. 
It is a human figure in left profile seated on its haunches with 
knees drawn up against the chest and arms clasped to the breast. 
The hole for the suspension-cord enters at the mouth of the figure 
and emerges at the back of the neck} the boring was done from 
both sides, meeting in a smaller hole in the center. The carving, 
while low, is softly rounded and the effect is pleasing. 

An even finer piece of Early Period carved jade was excavated 
at Kaminal-juyu, the very large archaeological site on the out- 
skirts of Guatemala City. Although this site lies at the eastern end 
of the Maya area proper, the Maya origin of this carved jade 
(Plate 91, b) is unmistakable. It resembles the Copan jade just 
described but presents a standing human figure instead of a squat- 
ting one} the design is more ambitious and the carving a shade 
better done. This piece measure 6 inches high} the body appears 
in full front view and the head and headdress in left profile, 
while the hands are clasped to the breast one over the other. The 
head has a typical Maya profile, with prominent nose, short upper 
lip, full lower lip, and retreating artificially deformed forehead} 
the handsome headdress is formed by the head and foreleg of a 
crocodile. 

A very much finer piece is a human head, also of jade (Plate 
91, c and d), which dates from the Middle Period (a.d. 684). 
Although this was found at Chichen Itza, it was almost certainly 
carved at Piedras Negras, where the same unusual non-Period- 
Ending date which it presents, 9.12.2.0.16 (684), is recorded 
three times} this particular date appears nowhere else in the entire 


Maya area. As a highly prized jewel, this head had probably 
found its way from Piedras Negras to Chichen Itza after passing 
through many hands. It is inches high, 2 ^ inches wide, and 
is hollowed out behind; the headdress is composed of a jaguar 
head; the inscription is rather poorly incised on a flat edge sur- 
rounding this hollow at the back. Except for the rather inferior 
inscription of incised glyphs on the back, this head is a very fine 
example of Old Empire jade carving. 

An exquisite jade head of unknown provenance is shown in 
Plate 91, e and /. This belongs to the Great Period of the Old 
Empire, when jade carving was at its very best, a peak the Maya 
never equaled before or since. The features are classic Old Em- 
pire Maya and the execution is technically perfect. 

Perhaps the finest piece of carved jade from the Maya area, 
one that also dates from the Great Period of the Old Empire, is 
the exquisite plaque shown in Plate 92, now in the British Mu- 
seum. It is perforated longitudinally near the top for suspension 
on a cord and is wedge-shaped, about 4 inches high, and 4 inches 
wide at the widest place (top). A handsomely dressed halach uinic 
is seated cross-legged on a throne, body in full front view, head in 
left profile, the left hand holding a small ceremonial shield. The 
headdress is the most elaborate item of the costume; it consists of 
a great serpent with widely opened jaws from which emerges a 
small figure with a ^otesque face. Another figure kneels before 
the throne as if in supplication. Issuing from the ruler’s mouth is 
an elaborate “speech scroll” which indicates what he is saying; 
judging by its graceful convolutions he must be making a flowery 
speech. The color of this particular carved jade is a lovely bliie- 
green. It is of indubitable Maya origin, although it was found a 
long way from the confines of the Maya area near the great cere- 
monial center of San Juan Teotihuacan, some twenty-five miles 
northeast of Mexico City. It had wandered far in the carrying- 
bags of many Indian merchants over a period of years, perhaps 
even a century or more, before it finally came to rest in a field near 
the ruins of San Juan Teotihuacan in the high plateau region of 
central Mexico. 


Another very fine example of Old Empire jadework is the 
statuette of a human figure seated cross-legged and carved in the 
full round (Plate 92, b and c). It is io >4 inches high and weighs 
[ 1^4 pounds} it was found under the stairway leading to Temple 
A-XVIII on the Acropolis at Uaxactun in 1937 by an expedition 
of the Carnegie Institution of Washington. The eyes are rec- 
tangular and painted a brilliant red. There are a number of small 
holes drilled in the figure, which were doubtless for the purpose 
of attaching ornaments, probably either of jade or feathers. This 
statuette is probably the largest piece of carved jade ever found in 
the Maya area. 

By a curious coincidence another Carnegie Institution expedi- 
tion, the same year and only two months earlier, had found what 
is probably the largest piece of unworked jade in the New World. 
This is a large boulder of solid jade weighing slightly over 200 
pounds which was discovered under the stairway of a pyramid 
at Kaminal-juyu on the outskirts of Guatemala City} it is water- 
worn and apparently has had a number of small pieces sawed from 
it, doubtless for making into earplugs, beads, and other ornaments. 

As in the case of the other plastic arts like stone sculpture, 
woodcarving, and stucco and clay modeling, the quality of jade- 
engraving deteriorated during the New Empire. This was prob- 
ably due more to the general decline of the esthetic arts than to 
an actual loss in technical skill, though, as will be shown presently, 
the latter may also be partly responsible. 

Three engraved jades from Chichen Itza are shown in Plate 
93} even though somewhat inferior to the best jades previously 
illustrated, they are nevertheless excellently carved, especially 
the head in Plate 93, b. The two largest were found in a large, 
square stone box, carefully covered with a stone lid, at the base of 
the stairway leading to the earlier temple, which was buried inside 
the pyramid supporting the Castillo at Chichen Itza. 

The natural deposits of jade from which the foregoing articles 
were carved have never been found, though mineralogical experts 
believe that there were at least two principal sources of supply in 
the general Middle American region} (i) the mountains of 


southern Mexico in the states of Guerrero and Oaxaca and (2J 
the highlands of western Guatemala. 

Unworked pieces of jade were probably found in the form of 
water-worn pebbles or boulders in the bottoms of rivers and 
streams j they vary in weight from a few ounces to 200 pounds. 
In most of the larger pieces the shapes and sizes of the original 
pebbles or boulders influenced the designs into which they were 
carved. The same is also true of Chinese worked jades. The ear- 
liest Chinese jades are not large, the forms into which they have 
been carved are relatively simple, and finally they show the size 
and shape of the original pebbles from which they were made. 
The course of Chinese history was fairly advanced when the 
mother deposits from which pieces of jade had broken away to be 
worn smooth in the beds of watercourses were discovered in Burma 
and subsequently worked. Unlike the Chinese, however, the 
ancient Maya had never discovered the mother deposits of their 
jade; they depended on the chance finding of jade pebbles or 
boulders in the beds of streams winding down from the high 
mountain ranges of southeastern Mejdco and western Guatemala. 
I once excavated such an unworked jade boidder weighing several 
pounds in a tomb at Copan; the massive 200-pound boulder found 
at Kaminal-juyu near Guatemala City is another case in point. 

Jade has a hardness of from 6.5 to 6.8 in the scale used by 
geologists to measure the hardness of rocks, the diamond being 
graded as 10 in this scale, A study of carved jades from the Mid- 
dle American region by mineralogists of the Carnegie Institution 
of Washington has established that American jades are true jade- 
ites, though their chemical composition differs from that of Chi- 
nese jadeite. This variation, however, is not sufficient to warrant 
placing American jades outside the true jadeite group, but it is 
sufficient to make them differ somewhat in appearance from Chi- 
nese jades. Most important of all, it has settled for all time the 
archaeological controversy which hitherto had raged for many 
years as to whether or not there was any true jadeite in America. 
Generally speaking, American jade is not so translucent as Chinese 
jade; it varies from dark green to apple-green to light blue-green 


through all shades of gray and fades into white5 it is also much 
more mottled than Chinese jade. 

American jade is an exceptionally hard gem stone and when 
we consider that the ancient Maya had no metal tools their 
complete mastery of jade-carving is an outstanding technical 
achievement. The tools they used were made of obsidian (which 
will scratch jade), wood, small mammal and bird bones, tough 
fiber cords, sand ground from jade itself and from quartz and 
other harder rocks. Pieces of jade were sawed ofiF larger boulders 
by drawing cords back and forth through grooves and by using 
hard sand particles and water as a cutting agent. Holes were bored 
with drills of bone or hardwood twirled in the hands, again with 
sand and water as the actual cutting agent. In this way beads and 
pendants were perforated} in order to make the work easier holes 
were bored from both ends, the two perforations meeting in the 
middle. Drills of round, hollow bird bones were used for carving 
circles and segments of circles. In cruder pieces the designs have 
been drawn with incised lines sometimes straight, sometimes 
curving. In the finer pieces the relief was probably brought out 
and a modeled eflFect achieved by careful incising, followed by 
deepening and smoothing off the shallow grooves. 

MOSAICS 

Very few mosaics from either the Old Empire or the New 
have survived. Mirrors made of fitting pieces of iron pyrites 
attached to backs of wood or stone have been found at Piedras 
Negras and Kaminal-juyu. Since there are occasional suggestions 
of jade mosaics in the Old Empire reliefs, it is possible that mo- 
saics of this material may also have been made, though none has 
yet been found. 

The only examples of turquoise mosaic that have come to 
light in the New Empire are the four superb turquoise mosaic 
disks which were found buried in ceremonial caches at Chichen 
Itza. These, however, were not actually made in Yucatan but 
were brought there from central Mexico where this technique was 
common during the fourteenth to early sixteenth centuries. The 



first of these turquoise mosaic disks was found by the Carnegie 
Institution of Washington in a covered limestone jar (Plate 43, b) 
buried beneath the floor of the sanctuary of the Temple of the 
Chac Mool, an earlier temple which was afterward incorporated 
into the pyramid supporting the later Temple of the Warriors, 
The backing of this disk had been made of wood which was almost 
completely rotted away. The elements of the mosaic were reset on 
a new base of three-ply wood of exactly the same diameter as the 
original, and the restored disk may be seen in the National Mu- 
seum of Anthropology and History, Mexico City (Plate 43, a). 

Three other similar disks were found by the Mexican govern- 
ment associated with the buried temple under the Castillo at 
Chichen Itza— two in the same square, covered limestone box 
where the carved jades illustrated in Plate 93, b and c, were found, 
and the third resting on the seat of the Red Jaguar Throne in the 
sanctuary of the same temple. The jade head and beads shown in 
Plate 93, tf, were found resting on top of this third mosaic disk. 
One of the first two of these three disks has been restored and may 
be seen in the Museum of Archaeology and History at Merida; 
the last still rests on the seat of the Red Jaguar Throne just where 
it was found (Plate 73, c). 

Another point indicating that these turquoise mosaic disks were 
made in central Mexico rather than in Yucatan is that there are 
no deposits of turquoise known in the Maya area, whereas there 
must have been several in the central Mexican region. The Codex 
Mendoza, which contains Aztec tribute-rolls of the middle six- 
teenth century, enumerates several towns that had to pay tur- 
quoise as their tribute; indeed there is no doubt that turquoise 
mosaic was a central Mexican rather than a Maya art. 

METALWORK 

The almost complete absence of gold from the Old Empire 
region has already been pointed out. Indeed the only metal 
objects ever recovered from an Old Empire center under certain 
archaeological conditions (by means of excavation), are a pair of 
legs belonging to a small, hollow human figurine made of a 



gold-copper alloy (Fig. 55, c), which even when complete coxild 
not have stood more than four inches high. Analysis of this 
alloy, as well as the hollow casting technique employed in fash- 
ioning this figurine, strongly suggests that it was made in Costa 
Rica or Panama and had reached Copan probably by trade. The 
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Fig. 55. — -Examples of gold work from Copan, Honduras, and from Chichen 
I tza, Yucatan, Mexico: (^, ^) gold finger rings and (i, /) copper bells, all 

dredged from the Well of Sacrifice; (c) pair of legs of gold found in the 
cruciform vault below Stela H. 

legs were recovered from the dirt fill of the cruciform foundation 
vault under Stela H, dedicated in 782 . (Plate 6S,a). No other 
parts of this figurine were located, though all dirt from this vault 
was screened, and indications are that the two pieces recovered 
had found their way into the foundation vault of Stela H some 
time later than the dedicatory date of that monument. 

Coming down to the New Empire, metal objects are still 
infrequent, by far the greatest number recovered so far having 
been dredged from the Well of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza, though 
copper bells of the sleigh-bell type have been found elsewhere. 

Gold and copper objects from the Well of Sacrifice at Chi- 
chen Itza include disks with decoration in repousse technique 




Plate 90. — ^Wall-Painto^g of a Fishing Village from the Temple of the Warriors, 




c) Three portions of gold mask. 

-New Empire Gold Work. Well of Sacrifice; 
Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico 


a) Gold pendant, 


(Fig. 56, and e), cup and saucer (Fig. 56, c), necklaces, brace- 
lets (Fig. 56, F)y masks, pendants (Plate 94, a and c), rings (Fig. wSSm 
55, a and b)y earplugs, bells (Fig. 5 5, d, e, and /, and Plate 94, b), 4^^ 
and beads. The style and technical workmanship of many of the 
smaller objects, particularly the pendants, bells, and beads, indi- 
cate that they were made in Costa Rica and Panama and had found 
their way northwestward to Chichen Itza by trade. In Plate 94, 
a and b, are shown a pendant and a bell, both of gold, from the 




Well of Sacrifice at Ghichen Itza, which were almost certainly 
mSSm made originally in Costa Rica. They are now in the National 
434 Museum of Anthropology and History at Mexico City. 

Indeed most of the gold and copper objects recovered from 
the Well of Sacrifice were not made at the Itza capital at all, but 
had found their way thither either carried by pilgrims to the holy 
city or as articles of trade. Chemical analyses have established that 
the metal objects found in the Well of Sacrifice came from as far 
south as Colombia, Panama (from both the Code and Chiriqui cul- 
tures), Honduras, and Guatemala and from as far west and north 
as the states of Chiapas and Oaxaca, Mexico, and the Valley of 
Mexico. These analyses have further revealed that the objects 
of copper which also contain tin and arsenic originally came from 
Oaxaca and the Valley of Mexico; those containing tin alone are 
from Honduras, the purest copper of all coming from Guatemala 
and Chiapas. The gold-copper alloys range from almost pure 
gold to almost pure copper, and there are even some examples of 
gold-plating. 

All the objects from the Well of Sacrifice which show either 
casting or filigree work are of foreign origin, since the only gold- 
working technique with which the Maya goldsmiths were fa- 
miliar was hammering and repousse work. It is highly probable 
that the gold used by the Maya in the few objects from the Well 
of Sacrifice actually made at Chichen Itza was derived from cast- 
gold objects that had reached Chichen Itza from regions entirely 
outside the Yucatan Peninsula. 

The gold objects of local manufacture found at Chichen Itza 
are pretty largely restricted to very thin disks of gold made by 
hammering out cast objects of foreign origin; they are decorated 
in a repousse technique with scenes of battle. These scenes have 
been interpreted as representing conflicts between the Maya of 
Chichen Itza and the Mexican mercenaries of Hunac Ceel, the 
halach uinic of Mayapan, who conquered the Itza capital at the 
end of the twelfth century (p. 91) ; one of these gold disks, not 
illustrated here, shows a scene of human sacrifice. The central 
designs from three other such disks are reproduced in Figure 57. 


Fig. 57. — Central de- 
signs of three gold disks 
in repousse technique 
from the Well of Sacri- 
fice, Chichen Itza, Yuca- 
tan, Mexico: (a, B) two 
Mexican warriors, right, 
armed with spears and 
spear-throwers, and two 
Maya warriors with 
feather capes at the 
left; {c) the two Maya 
warriors retreating at the 
right, before the two 
pursuing Mexicans* 



In Figure 57, a and two Mexican mercenaries armed with 
spears and spear-throwers appear at the right, while two Maya 
warriors with artificially deformed foreheads and elaborate feather 
capes are seen at the left. The position is reversed in Figure 57, c, 
where two Maya warriors in full retreat appear at the right. The 
figures from these disks are very similar to those in the reliefs as 
well as those in the frescoes of the Mexican Period at Chichen 
Itzaj the disks themselves probably date from the thirteenth cen- 
tury, not long after the conquest of the Itza capital by Hunac 
Ceel in 1194. 

The most common metal objects of all those recovered from 
the Well of Sacrifice, however, are copper bells of the sleigh- 
bell type, ranging in size from as small as a lentil to as large as a 
walnut. These bells were the most common ornament of the 
death-god (Fig. 55, d-, <?, and /) with whom they are invariably 
associated, which probably explains why so many of them have 
been taken from the Well of Sacrifice. 

FLINT-CHIPPING 

Flint-chipping reached the perfection of a fine art among 
the ancient Maya, as may be seen by the examples of it shown 
in Plate 95. Sub-stela caches of eccentric-shaped flints (Plate 
95, a and h) and blades (Plate 95, s') are frequently found buried 
in the foundations of many Maya monuments. 

Perhaps the finest examples of this craft that have come down 
to us are the exceedingly elaborate yet delicately chipped heads 
for ceremonial staffs which were excavated at El Palmar in Quin- 
tana Roo (Plate 95, and at Quirigua (Plate 95, <?). A small 
piece at the bottom of the chipped head excavated at El Palmar 
was not recovered, but in its original condition it was a com- 
pletely closed design with the central part cut away and left open. 
Three human heads in profile are shown on the Quirigua piece. 

FEATHERWORK 

A few examples of Aztec featherwork have been found, but 
not a single piece from the ancient Maya has survived. Still, the 
monuments of both the Old and New Empires show how rich and 


highly developed this art had been formerly, and the early Span- 
ish writers frequently allude to it. 

The forests of the Yucatan Peninsula and especially those of 
the southern half, the Old Empire region, teem with birds of 
gorgeous plumage: macaws, parrots, parakeets, cardinals, orioles, 
ocellated turkeys, ospreys, herons, blue-jays, fly-catchers, and 
many kinds of hummingbirds. The highlands of Guatemala im- 
mediately to the south are the habitat of one of the most beautiful 
birds in the world, the quetzal, which is the national bird of Guate- 
mala. Feathers from all these birds were utilized in making 
panaches, crests, capes of all lengths, and shields} they were also 
used for pendant decorations to spears. Manikin Scepters, dou- 
ble-headed ceremonial bars, canopies, fans, necklaces, bracelets, 
anklets, knee-ornaments, belts, and large round ornaments for the 
middle of the belt in the back. In addition, featherwork was used 
in embroideries and fringes for cotton fabrics. 

One of the loveliest examples of featherwork in all Maya 
art is the panache of the headdress worn by the halach uinic on 
Wall Panel 3 at Piedras Negras, previously illustrated (Plate 
69). Immediately above this headdress rises a crest of stiff feath- 
ers from which springs the panache proper. At the point where 
the long plumes of the panache spring from the crest their under 
sides appear, but where they turn over in long graceful curves 
their backs or upper sides show tqward the ends. Such long plumes 
must have been 'the tail-feathers of the quetzal, which were re- 
served exclusively for the rulers. Another very similar headdress, 
also from Piedras Negras, is worn by the halach uinic on Stela 12 
at that site (Plate 18, c). Here the panache rises above the same 
sort of stiff feather crest as in the preceding example} the indi- 
vidual quetzal plumes, each ending in an attached feather tassel, 
swirl lightly as if touched by some passing breeze} this same 
halach uinic also wears a short, shoulder-length feather cape 
of considerable elegance. Finally, the slightly stylized treatment 
of the featherwork lends great distinction to this superb relief. 

Another more elaborate but slightly less graceful headdress 
with a panache is worn by the standing halach uinic on Stela 10 at 


Seibalj the plumes of this headdress hang more formally than 
those in the preceding examples, though some attempt has been 
made to indicate motion among the individual feathers (Plate 

53 >/)* 

New Empire representations of featherwork show an inferior 
technique j indeed, it is probable that during this closing period of 
the Maya civilization this art, like most if not all the .others 
except architecture, had also passed into a decline from which there 
was no recovery. Better than average featherwork for the New 
Empire are the panaches on the wooden lintels from the Temple 
of the Jaguars at Chichen Itza, already illustrated (Fig. 42), and 
a more average example showing an inferior technique from 
Xculoc, Campeche, is illustrated in Plate 75, c and d,. The feather 
treatment is heavy and inexpert, though it is hard to tell whether 
this is due to an actual inferiority of the featherwork technique 
or to loss of -skill in sculpturing. 

Father Sahagun, our greatest authority on the Aztec, tells us 
that they had two kinds of featherwork: 

They [the Aztec] make the devices which they wear on their backs 
in dancing, all the costumes of the dance, and the trappings with which 
they dance [of feathers] and they executed the craft and profession of 
feather-workers in two different ways: the first kind of work consists of 
fastening the feathers to the background with paste in order thus to fin- 
ish the work; the second way consists in doing the work and finishing it 
with the help of thread and cord. « 

In amplifying this latter technique Father Sahagtin writes fur- 
ther: 

There is another kind of work, the handicraft of thread and cord. In this 
way they make their fans out of the plumes of die quetzal, their feather 
bracelets, the devices they wear on their backs and other things, their 
tunics blazoned with their arms etc.; and in addition pendants, panaches, 
balls, tassels of feathers, with all of which they adorn themselves and 
decorate their fans. 

The same authority says that this art was of relatively recent 
introduction among the Aztec, especially in so far as the use of 
brightly colored feathers of tropical birds was concerned; these 



feathers were brought from their southern provinces, which were 
not subjugated until during the reigns of the last two Aztec em- 
perors before the Spanish Conquest, Ahuitzotl and Moctezuma 
IL Furthermore, at that time (the early sixteenth century) the 
four principal Maya tribes of the Guatemala highlands — the 
Quiche, Cakchiquel, Pokomam, and Pokomchi — exported large 
quantities of plumes, the raw materials for featherwork, to the 
great cities of central Mexico. 

The birds were caught with birdlime (a gummy substance) 
and sticks. Before going out to the hunt the hunters made sac- 
rifices, incensing the birdlime and sanctifying it, for they believed 
that it thus became endowed with greater holding qualities. 

The feathers used for embroidery, according to Bishop Landa, 
were those of the osprey: 

They breed a kind of large white duck, which I believe comes to them 
from Peru, for their plumage, and thus they pluck their breasts often and 
they like these feathers for the embroidery of their garments. 

The following quotations from early Spanish writers also 
indicate the importance of this craft among the Quiche Maya of 
the Guatemala highlands, who like the Aztec had aviaries where 
these birds were specially bred for their plumage. Fuentes y Guz- 
man, the seventeenth-century historian of Guatemala, describes 
the palace of the Quiche rulers at Utatlan and says that they had 
“places set apart for the breeding of ducks, for the sake of their 
plumage which they employed in weaving.” Another early au- 
thority in describing the same palace states: “The throne of the 
king was notable because it had a canopy of very rich plumes and 
above this protection or covering, other coverings of different 
colors, in such a way as to give an effect of great majesty. The 
prince, or he who was to succeed, had three canopies and the 
other brothers or sons, two,” while a third authority writes: 
“Those [the feathers] of the duck which they pluck from the 
breast to interweave in their huiplesyths. women [call] rih patus.” 

In addition to weaving feathers into their cotton fabrics, they 
attached them to the wood and wicker frames of their headdresses. 



Father Moran in his manuscript dictionary of Pokomam defines 
the word mayut as “a framework of wood adorned with plumage, 
which they wear on their backs in their dances.” In the Museum 
of the Cinquantennaire in Brussels there is a red ankle-length cape 
of macaw feathers built on a frame of wickerwork; this cape sup- 
posedly belonged to the Aztec emperor Moctezuma 11. A quet- 
zal-plume headdress, certainly belonging to the same ruler, is 
now in the former Imperial Museum in Vienna. This headdress 
is built on a frame of slender sticks, and a net of woven agave fiber 
is stretched over it; the feathers have been fastened to this frame 
with tied agave-Gher cords. 

Feathers, cotton fabrics, red sea shells, and semiprecious stones 
such as jade were used not only personally but also as articles of 
trade and even to pay legal penalties; in New Empire times tur- 
quoise, copper, and gold were similarly used: 

they exchanged mantas [fatis^ of cotton for gold and for certain axes of 
copper, and gold for emeralds, turquoises and plumes; [and again] At 
the end [the man who had committed the injury] was sentenced to pay a 
certain quantity of rich plumes, or mantas^ or cacao, which went to the 
treasury. 

But unquestionably the most highly prized of all feathers 
were the tail-plumes of the quetzal, a bird found only in the high- 
lands of Guatemala and adjacent parts of Honduras and Chiapas, 
Mexico, and to a lesser extent as far south as Panama. These 
plumes were reserved exclusively for royal use and, according to 
Bartolome de Las Casas, either to capture or kill one was a capital 
oflFense: 

in the province of Vera Paz [Guatemala], they punish with death him who 
killed the bird with the rich plumes [the quetzal] because it is not found 
in other places, and these feathers were things of great value because they 
used them as money ... . 

The few examples of Aztec featherwork that have been pre- 
served indicate that this was an extraordinarily rich art. The rep- 
resentations of it on the monuments of the Old Empire, where it 
almost certainly originated, leave little room for doubt that in 
this latter region it also reached its highest development. 




(^) Eccentric-shaped chipped flint from 
El Palmar, Campeche, Mexico, like one 
held in hand of figure on Initial Series 
vase from Uaxactun, Peten, Guatemala; 
{b) eccentric-shaped chipped flints from 
El Palmar, Campeche, Mexico; 
chipped-flint blades, Quirigua, Izabal, 
Guatemala; {d) chipped-flint ornament 
from a ceremonial staff, El Palmar, Cam- 
peche, Mexico; (^) chipped-flint orna- 
ment from a ceremonial staff, Quirigua, 
Izabal, Guatemala, 


-Eccentric-shaped Chipped Flints, Old Empire 



AN APPRAISAL OP THE MAYA CIVILIZATION 


IN MAKING AN APPRAISAL of the Maya civilization it can- 
not be overemphasized that everything the ancient Maya accom- 
plished was due primarily to Indian corn, for almost every thought 
they had can be traced back in one way or another to maize. Their 
primitive religion was built about its cultivation and the deities 
who controlled its growth, like the rain-gods, wind-gods, and sun- 
gods, guardians of the cornfield and of the growing corn — a whole 
maize pantheon in itself, later to be overlaid with the more 
abstract gods of time and of the heavenly bodies. 

MAIZE, THE KEYSTONE OF MAYA CULTURE 

Maize is all-important in Maya life, even today. We have 
seen in chapter viii (p. 142) that from 75 to 85 per cent of the 
entire food intake of the modern Maya is maize in one form or 
another, and after "many years of personal contact with them 
I am convinced that fully 75 per cent of all their thoughts 
still center around this same important cereal. “Where shall I 
locate my cornfield this year?” “How large shall I make it?” 
“How long will it take me to clear the trees and bush from it?” 
“I must surely wait for a strong wind before I set fire to the brush 
in order to secure a good burn.” “I hope the rains will not delay 
too long after I have burned, so that weeds will not have time to 
come up before I must plant.” “What day will be most propitious 
for my planting?” “May our ancient gods of the sun, wind, and 
rain, the old Chacs, the Heavenly Father, the Virgin Mary, and 
the Holy Saints all guard my young plants and send the right 
amount of rain at the right time and keep away the all-destroying 
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locusts and birds, so that my maize may grow into great, long ears, 
full of perfect kernels.” “How big will my harvest be this yearj 
how many sacks of maize will I harvest?” Such thoughts still 
preoccupy the modern Maya just as similar thoughts absorbed 
the minds of his ancestors five hundred to three thousand years 
ago. 

The ancient Maya were primarily farmers and dependent up- 
on agriculture for their living, particularly agriculture as applied 
to the cultivation of maize. Therefore time in its various mani- 
festations like the changing seasons, the coming and going of the 
rains, which were signposts of the farmer’s year, assumed an ever 
increasing importance. At a very remote period in Maya history, 
perhaps as early as looo b.c., the Maya priests began to note the 
motions of the sun and moon and to preserve in one way or an- 
other an accurate record of their observations. Later, perhaps 
some time during the fourth or third century b.c., their observa- 
tions as to the length of the year were embodied in a magnificent 
chronological system. This is one of the most brilliant achieve- 
ments of the human mind — ^an achievement originally due to the 
corn farmer’s need to know the corresponding times of the year 
when he should fell, burn, plant, and harvest. 

The need for a place of worship, an appropriate sanctuary to 
shelter the first primitive deities of nature and agriculture, un- 
doubtedly gave rise to Maya architecture. Monuments were erect- 
ed at fixed intervals to mark the passage of time and to record 
corresponding calendric corrections, lunar information, festivals, 
rites, offerings, et cetera. Embellishment of these monuments 
gave rise to Maya sculpture. Thus the origin of most of the higher 
manifestations of Maya culture may be traced directly back to the 
complex of ideas which grew up around maize — ^the Alpha and 
Omega of both ancient and modern Maya life. 

The old Spanish chronicler who penned the paragraph used as 
the Foreword to this book was not far from the whole truth when 
he wrote “. . . . everything [these Indians] did and talked about 
had to do with maize. In truth, they fell little short of making a 
god of it.” The fact is they did make a god of it. 


THE FATEFUL KATUNS 8 AHAU— THE MAYA “IDES OF MARCH” 


The familiar adage that history repeats itself is strikingly ex- 
emplified by the thirteen centuries of the Maya story reviewed 443 
here. Running through the fabric of Maya history there is a 
clearly recurring pattern, and its key is in the successive returns of 
the fateful Katun 8 Ahau — the ancient Maya “Ides of March,” 
the special 20-year period when destiny wrought her greatest 
changes. 

The first period of Maya cultural brilliance took place during 
the Old Empire, which dated from 8.14.0.0.010 10.8.0.0.0 of the 
Maya Era (317-987). These dates include Baktun 9 (435-830), 
which was counted from a katun-ending on the day 8 Ahau, a 
baktun which witnessed the apogee of the Maya Old Empire. 

In much later New Empire times the priestly compilers of the 
u kahlay katunob (series of the katuns which are really ancient 
Maya chronicles) selected katuns which ended on this same day as 
the points at which the sequence of the thirteen differently named 
katuns was considered to have begun to repeat itself. This is 
clearly described in the Codex Perez, where these Katuns 8 Ahau 
are called the uudz katuns, “the doubling or folding over of the 
katuns,” that is, the points at which the sequence of the thirteen 
differently named katuns began to repeat itself, a cycle which took 
place every 13 x 20 = 260 tuns or once every 256^ years (see 
chapter xii, pp. 291-95). . 

I believe that this particular katun was so chosen as the 
point at which the katun-sequence was supposed to have begun 
because the first great outburst of Maya culture took place in a 
baktun (No. 9) that was counted from a baktun (No. 8) which 
ended on the day 8 Ahau, viz. 9.0.0.0.0 8 Ahau 13 Ceh. 

Owing to the accidental fact that this baktun (9.0.0.0.0), with 
which date the Maya chronicles begin, happened to have ended on 
the day 8 Ahau, the ceremonial importance of all katuns ending on 
this same day became so great that it finally influenced, if indeed 
it did not largely determine, the general pattern of later Maya 
history. 


Referring to Table V, one may observe that the first return of 
a katun-ending on the day 8 Ahau after the beginning_of the se- 
quence of the katuns was in 672— 692, when Chichen Itza is said 
to have been abandoned for the first time. Most likely this was 
only coincidence, though there may well have been some psycho- 
logical connection between time and event. 

The second return of Katun 8 Ahau fell in 928-948, and the 
Maya chronicles agree almost unanimously that at this time the 
Itza abandoned Chakanputun, migrated northeastward, and re- 
turned to Chichen Itza. This certainly would seem to be the be- 
ginning of chronological coercion. Katun 8 Ahau had come back 
again j the katun-sequence was about to renew itself} the times 
were ripe for a change. The Itza had already been at Chakan- 
putun for more than two centuries, and under the Maya system of 
agriculture the land in that vicinity must have begun to yield 
sharply decreasing returns. What could have been a more propi- 
tious time than Katun 8 Ahau in which to set out upon a search for 
their old home far to the northeast? 

The third return of Katun 8 Ahau (1185-1204) is marked 
by an event of clearly indicated deliberation, the plot of Hunac 
Ceel, the Cocom ruler of Mayapan, and the resulting war against 
Chichen Itza. I suggest that this particular katun may well 
have been chosen for this important venture since by this time 
the Maya records clearly set forth that Katuns 8 Ahau were times 
of change, perhaps even peculiarly propitious therefor. Chichen 
Itza was attacked and its ruler defeated, and Mayapan emerged 
from the war with the hegemony of northern Yucatan in her 
hands, a resounding justification of the potency of the psycho- 
logical moment. 

The fourth return of Katun 8 Ahau (1441-1461) marks 
another epochal event in Maya history, again one shaped by 
deliberate design rather than by accident. This was the plot of 
the Maya chieftains in 1441 under the leadership of Ah Xupan 
Xiu against the Cocom at Mayapan, the supreme ruler of north- 
ern Yucatan} they attacked that city, killed its ruler, and left the 
coimtry in a state of political disintegration. Here was every 



opportunity for free advance selection of the most auspicious date 
upon which to “break” the revolt. Katun 8 Ahau had returned. 
As their own history had repeatedly demonstrated, the portent 
of the period was one of change. Only this time the exigency 
of the times ran against the plotters} Cocom tyranny could no 
longer be endured. Scarcely had the favorable katun begun — in 
fact during its very first year — than desperate necessity precipi- 
tated the long-overdue event, which had been dela.yed only until 
the moment for launching the revolt was ceremonially favorable. 
Their chronological beliefs indicated change was due and straight- 
way the Maya made history — ^their last collective action before 
the Spanish Conquest. 

Coming finally to the post-Conquest period, the last act of the 
Maya drama, by one of those curious turns in the wheel of na- 
tional destiny, fell just short of the fifth return of Katun 8 Ahau 
in 1697-1717. 

Fathers Fuensalida and Orbita visited Tayasal in mid-October 
1618 and attempted to Christianize the Itza, but Canek, the Itza 
ruler, told them that the time which their ancient priests had 
prophesied that they were to abandon the adoration of their native 
gods had not yet arrived. 

To this Canek replied: that although there had not yet arrived the 
time in which their ancient priests had prophesied that they were to leave 
off the adoration of their gods; because the age in which at this time they 
were was that which they call Oxahau, which is to say Third Age [Katun 
3 Ahau]; these barbarians seem to have counted their ages backward, or 
to a determined number; which reached they forgot it, and return to be- 
gin a count anew [the uud-z, katun] : Because when they retired from 
Yucatan, which is already going on for three hundred years, they say 
that it was the Eighth Age [Katun 8 Ahau] and that there had not ar- 
rived so soon what was appointed for them [another Katun 8 Ahau] ; and 
now [1618] they say it was the Third Age and that the time had not yet 
arrived. 

The inference here is that the “appointed time” for the Itza to 
make this vital change was Katun 8 Ahau. 




Seventy-eight years later, in the middle of January 1696, 
mSm- Father Avendano (see chapter vii, p. 126) visited Tayasal in an- 
446 other attempt to Christianize the Itza and to persuade them to 
accept the authority of the King of Spain. Avendano, as he him- 
self states, was well acquainted with the Maya calendar and 
reminded the Itza that, according to their own prophecies, the 
time was approaching when it had been predicted they were to 
give up the worship of their pagan deities and accept Christian- 
ity. The Itza, while again admitting the truth of these prophecies, 
still contended that the time ordained for the abandonment of 
their ancient faith had not yet arrived. Finally after further 
conferences it was agreed that four months were still wanting 
before the appointed period, though the best correlation of Maya 
and Christian chronologies available today (Appendix I, p. 457) 
indicates that at the time of Avendano’s visit (January 1696) fully 
a year and a half was still lacking before the beginning of the next 
Katun 8 Ahau. 

But here again time was forcing Maya destiny. In March of 
the following year (1697), Martin de Ursua, in command of a 
force of Spaniards and Indians from Yucatan, finally pushed 
through to the shores of Lake Peten Itza (see chapter vii, p. 
131). A galley was built to transport the army to Tayasal at the 
western end of the lake and the final attack was made on March 
13. In spite of overwhelming numbers, perhaps as high as five 
thousand Indians against one hundred and eight Spaniards, a sin- 
gle discharge of musketry was sufficient to dispel the Itza hosts, 
who fled in every direction, abandoning their belongings, their 
homes, and even the sanctuaries of their tribal deities. 

But why? What was the reason for this precipitous flight, 
practically without striking a blow once the battle had been joined? 
On the day of the attack there lacked only 136 days before the 
beginning of another katun (another Katun 8 Ahau), at 
which time I believe the ancient Maya prophecies had long fore- 
told their end would come. The Itza were fearfully convinced 
of their approaching doom, which was not only predicted by their 
own native prophets but also indicated by their meticulously 



kept historical records; and they gave up the unequal struggle 
against their hostile gods and fled, thus anticipating by less than 
five months the last return of this most fateful katun of Maya 
history. 

THE AUTHOR’S SELECTION OF FIFTY MAYA SUPERLATIVES 

A good many superlatives have been used in this book — ^the 
largest this, the oldest that, the most beautiful something else. 
Superlatives of course are personal affairs; “one man’s bread is 
another man’s poison.” What may be superlatively lovely to me 
may be little short of downright hideous to someone else. Some 
superlatives are absolute: the Empire State Building is the high- 
est building in the world, and the pyramid of Cheops is the largest 
stone pyramid in the world; while others depend purely upon 
personal opinions. 

Therefore in suggesting the Maya superlatives listed in Table 
XI, I assume full responsibility for the selection, well aware that 
others will have equally good and perhaps even better lists of their 
own. Be that as it may, here are my own nominations for the 
Maya Hall of Superlatives (see Table XI facing p%e 448). 

THE MAYA CULTURAL SCRATCH 

In appraising the civilization of any people, the true measure 
of what they did is not the sum total of their achievements com- 
pared with the achievements of other peoples but rather their 
entire accomplishment counted from their own cultural scratch. 

Thus the construction of Rockefeller Center at New York City, 
with all the mechanical devices, modern machinery, and building 
materials available to its builders, is much less of an achievement 
than the erection of Temple IV at Tikal or the Castillo at Chichen 
Itza, both actually of far less size and complexity but both built 
entirely without metal tools, structural steel, cement, hollow tile, 
machine-sawn and sand-blasted dressed stone, compressed air, 
electricity, gas, steam, and elaborate hoisting machinery. Rocke- 
feller Center was erected with the architectural and mechanical 



wisdom of the ages behind its builders j Temple IV at Tikal was 
erected by a people living in the Stone Age who had to depend 
exclusively upon their own architectural and mechanical knowl- 
edge and their own limited building experience. Which then was 
really the greater achievement? 

In order to make a true appraisal of the Maya civilization 
therefore, it is first necessary to ascertain what was the Maya cul- 
tural scratch. 

In his long, arduous jotirney forward from savagery to a civi- 
lized state, the first five steps by which man has advanced are gener- 
ally admitted to be the following: (i) control of fire, (2) inven- 
tion of agriculture, (3) domestication of animals, (4) tools of 
metal, and (5) discovery of the principle of the wheel. The 
sequence of these successive steps is not always given in the same 
order and was not always the same in different parts of the world, 
though control of fire was undoubtedly the first everywhere and 
the invention of agriculture probably the second in most places, the 
order of the remaining three steps varying. 

What was the cultural scratch of the ancient Maya with respect 
to these five basic steps of human advancement? It goes without 
saying that they had mastered fire, had learned how to make and 
preserve it. We have seen in chapter viii (p, 141) that they had 
developed an admirable system of agriculture, particularly excel- 
lent in view of the relatively unfavorable nature of their region. 
Experts from the United States Department of Agriculture, after 
studying at first hand the Maya system of growing corn, declare 
that it could not be bettered today with the use of modern farm 
machinery. 

It is true that the Maya had domesticated the wild turkey and 
kept swarms of wild, stingless bees in special thatched huts near 
their homes, but they had not one of the beasts of burden which so 
tremendously helped man in the Old World. Indeed, in all 
America there would seem to have been but two examples of the 
use of beasts of burden in pre-Oslumbian times — the llama used as 
a pack animal by the ancient Peruvians and the dog used by the 
Eskimo to haul their sleds. All of the tremendous building pro- 



TABLE XI 

The Author^s Selection of Fifit-Maya Superlatives 


No. , Kind of Superlative , Example' .iti This Book 

1. Oldest city . Tikal .... ... . . Plates' Ji, 33, 52, ^ and yOj ^ . 

2. Largest city .............. Tikal ... Plates 31, 33 j': 52, ^ and 70, ^ 

3. .City .where astronomy reached its ' highest development. .Copan .Plates 3I3 and 34,, 

4. City where stone scalpture reached its highest development ... ... Piedras Negras .v Plate 5 2, ^ ■. 

5. City where stucco modeling reached its highest development Palenque Plate 453 a 

6. City where wood carving reached its highest development.. Tikal ' ........... .Plates 3 13 4, 333 523' ^ and. 70,^^ ' ■ 

7. City where architecture reached its , highest development Uxmal Plates 45» and 5 1 , ^^3 'd , ' 

8. Most holy city of the New Empire Chichen Itza , Plates 455 ^ and 3 83^^ ■ 

9. ' Only completely walled cities known Mayapan, Tulum, and Becan. 

10. City having largest ball court Chichen Itza . , Plates 453 ^ and 383 

1 1. City having earliest astronomical observatory Uaxactun ' 

12. .City where most beautiful painted pottery has been found. Uaxactun or Chama. 

13. City having greatest number of sculptured stone door-lintels Yaxchilan. 59. sculptured lintels 

14. City having the greatest number of stelae Calakmul. 103 stelae; 79 sculptured; 24 plain 

1 5. City where oldest type of pottery has been found, Mamom. Type site. , Uaxactun 

16. City where most beautiful chipped-flint objects have been found Qnirigua Plate 31, c 

17. Oldest construction Stucco-covered pyramid, E-VII-sub, Uaxactun Plates 17, if and 58 

18. Most beautiful building Palace of the Governor, Uxmal .Plate ^ 

19. Highest building Temple IV, Tikal, height 229 feet Plate 52, temple in background 

20. Largest construction .Probably the Acropolis at Copan 

21. Oldest dated object. The Leyden Plate, of jade, dating from 8,14.1.3.12, or a.d. 320. ... . .Plate 15 

22. Oldest dated stone sculpture. Stela 9, Uaxactun, dating from 8.14.10.13.15, or a.d. 328. Plate l6 

23. Oldest 20-year period-marker (katun) Stelae 18 and 19, Uaxactun, dating from 8.16.0.0.0, or a.d. 357. ..... . 

24. Oldest lo-year period-marker (lahuntun) .Stela 5, Balakbai, dating from 8.1 8.1 0.0.0, or a.d. 406. 

25. Oldest 5-year period-marker (hotun) Stela 25, Piedras Negras, dating from 9.8.15.0.0, or a.d. 608, . ........ Plate 66, a 

26. Largest block of stone ever quarried by the ancient Maya Stela E, Quirigua; height 35 feet, weight about 65 tons. .Plate 54, & 

27. Most beautiful example of stone sculpture Wall-Panel 3, Structure O-13, Piedras Negras. Plate 69 

28. Most beautiful example of wood-carving. Lintels over doorways in Temple IV, Tikal. ..................... .Plate $2^ a and Figure 31 

29. Most beautiful example of stucco-modeling Temple of the Beau Relief, Palenque, 

30. Most beautiful example of sculptured stone door-lintel. Lintel 24, Structure 23, Yaxchilan. Plate 71, ^ 

31. Most important single object ever discovered in the Maya area Red Jaguar Throne incrusted with 73 disks of apple-green jade, found 

in sanctuary of temple beneath the Castillo, Chichen Itza. Plate 73, ^ 

^2. Most beautiful example of low-relief sculpture Tablet in Temple of the Cross, Palenque. . » . Plate 32, ^ 

33. Oldest wall-painting Back wall of chamber in Structure B-XIII, Uaxactun Plate 50 

34. Most interesting wall-painting Fishing village from wall in Temple of the Warriors, Chichen Itza ...... Plate 90 

35. Most beautiful example of jade carving. Plaque found near San Juan Teotihuacan, near Mexico City. Plate 92, ^ 

36. Largest piece of j ade carving .................................. Seated anthropomorphic statuette found under stairway of Temple 

A-XVIII, Uaxactun; height I o }4 inches, weight Ilj 4 pounds. Plate 92, ^ and ^ 

37. Largest piece of unworked jade ever found in the Americas. ......... Boulder found under a stairway, Kaminal-juyu, weight 200 pounds. ..... 

38. Only piece of metal ever found at an Old Empire city Pair of hollow gold legs found under Stela H, Copan. Figure 55, c 

39. Longest or stone causeway Coba-Yaxuna; length 62 2/3 miles. Plates I 9 » 37 > ^ 55 

40. Largest archaeological cross-section in the world Section of Acropolis, Copan, exposed by the Copan River ; length 

700 feet, height 1 18 feet. ^ . . .Plate 36, ^ 

41. Most important mathematical monument Stela 10, Tikal. The number of days recorded here involve eight orders 

of units or 1,841,641,600 days, or 5,042,277 years. 

42. Longest inscription in the Maya hieroglyphic writing Hieroglyphic Stairway leading to Temple 26, Copan. This inscription 

contains sone 2,500 individual hieroglyphs Plate 35, 

43. Most beautiful hieroglyphs ever carved on stone by the Maya .Inscription on Stela F, Quirigua Plate 72, a 

44. Hieroglyphic inscription containing most errors in the original text. . . . Inscription on Stela E, Quirigua, 4 errors *•*•** * . Plate 54, ^ 

45. Inscription having the most complicated and ornate hieroglyphs. Inscription on Zoomorph B, Quirigua. Full figure hieroglyphs. . - , . . . 

46. Hieroglyphic inscription having the greatest number of Initial Series. . . . Hieroglyphic Stairway leading to Temple 26, Copan; 18 Initial Series. . Plate 35 > 

47. Earliest use of head-variant numbers Stela 15, Copan, dating from 9.4.10.0.0, or a.d. 524 

48. Monument containing the greatest number of Initial Series. .Stela i, Coba; 4 Initial Series. ‘ ‘ ’ * * • . 1 . 

49. Latest monuments in the Old Empire Stela 12, Uaxactun; Stela 10, Xultun; Stela i, Xamantun Figure 40 (Stela 10, Xultun only, 




gram of the ancient Maya was accomplished without the aid of a 
single carrying animal other than man himself. But what efficient 
beasts of burden the ancient Maya were! They carried on their 
heads great carved fagade-elements weighing up to 200 pounds. 
I know this, because their descendants today did precisely the same 
thing in the reconstruction work at Chichen Itza. 

There were no metal tools. Metal, we have seen, was non- 
existent in the Old Empire j and in the New Empire gold and 
copper and their alloys were used exclusively in making articles 
of personal adornment, or for ceremonial use, such as rings, beads, 
pendants, ear-plugs, bells, cups, plates, plaques, and the like. 

The principle of the wheel was unknown to the ancient Maya. 
They had no wheeled vehicles of any kind, either of two, three, 
or four wheels, and most students of aboriginal American ceramics 
are agreed that the potter’s wheel for turning pottery was also un- 
known in pre-Columbian America. In short, the ancient Maya 
were acquainted with and enjoyed the use of only the first two of 
the foregoing five “steps toward civilization.” 

The ancient Egyptians, Chaldeans, Babylonians, Assyrians, 
Persians, Chinese, Phoenicians, Etruscans, Greeks, and Romans 
possessed all five of these aids to civilization. The Khmers of Cam- 
bodia and the builders of the great rock-cut temples of Java were 
the only other peoples beside the ancient Maya who developed 
early, high civilizations in the wet tropics, but they too made daily 
use of these five primary aids to human progress. Indeed, in order 
to find a condition in the Old World comparable to the Maya cul- 
tural scratch as just established, it is necessary to go far back in 
human history, far beyond any of the civilizations just mentioned, 
to early Neolithic times— the Age of Polished §tone when man’s 
knowledge and utensils were similarly restricted. On this primitive 
horizon, and on this alone, may the Maya civilization be fairly 
compared with the prehistoric civilizations of the Old World. And 
if this comparison be made, it will be found that, starting from the 
same cultural scratch, no Neolithic people of the Old World ever 
reached such heights of cultural achievement as did the ancient 
Maya of Middle America. 


• :• 


COMPARISON OF THE MAYA CULTURE WITH OTHER 
EARLY AMERICAN CULTURES 


In the foregoing pages it has been shown what the Maya civi- 
lization was, where it originated, what it accomplished, and finally 
what brought about its decline and fall. Its contributions may be 
briefly reviewed here and compared with those of other ancient 
American cultures. 

At the outset our field of comparison is limited to only two 
other comparably high ancient American civilization^: (i) the Inca 
of the Peruvian and adjacent highlands of South America and 
their predecessors upon whose earlier cultures the |[nca built, and 
(2) the Aztec of the high plateau region of centril Mexico and 
the earlier cultures of the same region upon which tpe Aztec built. 

In architecture the ancient Maya easily rank firstlp Their build- 
ings are more imposing, more complex in ground-plan, and more 
beautifully decorated than those either of the Inca or the Aztec. 
It is true that the Inca, or their predecessors, had developed a 
Cyclopean type of masonry — enormous blocks of stone weighing 
many tons, which were cut and fitted together with exquisite pre- 
cision. These were not equaled in Maya architecture, but judged 
as a whole, in ground-plan, size, and decoration, Maya buildings 
are more outstanding. The architecture of the Aztec is often 
grandiose in scale, like the Pyramids of the Sun, Moon, and Quet- 
zalcoatl at San Juan Teotihuacan and the Great Pyramid of Cho- 
lula, but it is plain and heavy in effect, generally speaking has little 
or no decoration, and lacks interest 5 it is certainly not to be com- 
pared with Maya architecture. 1 

In highways, however, the Inca were distinctly superior to the 
Maya. The lattef built roads of stone surfaced with lime-gravel, 
which hardened under the action of water and pressure. The cut- 
masonry highways of the Inca wound through the lofty Andes and 
were superb feats of engineeringj compared to them the Maya 
sacbeob in the relatively non-hilly terrain of the Yucatan Penin- 
sula were little more than third-class roads. 


In sculpture the Maya were notably supreme. The sculptures 
described in chapter xiv (pp. 358-81) leave no room for doubt 



that in this field of art they had no rivals. Inca sculpture is not 
in the same class, and while meritorious pieces were executed 
here and there in the central Mexican highlands, on the whole, 
Aztec, Chichimec, and Toltec sculpture, like their architecture, is 
heavy, massive, and altogether lacking in the grace and superlative 
beauty of Maya relief and round carving. 

When it comes to the question of ceramics, however, Maya 
supremacy is disputed by many. The ancient Peruvians made very 
fine polychrome pottery, admirably fired and beautifully deco- 
rated} the Aztec and their predecessors also produced some fine 
pottery, but I believe the best Maya Old Empire painted wares, 
from a decorative point of view at least, are the finest ex- 
amples of the potter’s art in ancient America. Some of the best 
pieces have elaborate religious ceremonies depicted on them and 
are equaled by no other pottery in the New World. The dancer 
shown in Figure 49, with his graceful pose, his highly stylized 
hands and feet with strongly exaggerated fingernails and toenails, 
and the sure strokes of the brush which painted him, reaches 
heights of ultra-sophistication found nowhere else in American 
aboriginal art. 

It is probable that the finest textiles produced by the looms of 
ancient America are the spectacular fabrics of the Nasca culture 
of Peru. These were woven from the silk-like wool of the vicuna 
and are remarkable for texture, weave, color, and design. It is 
possible that the Maya Old Empire textiles equaled or surpassed 
these, but unfortunately no examples have survived. Representa- 
tions of richly embroidered Maya fabrics can be seen on the monu- 
ments (Fig. 44) and these give some idea of their excellence. The 
Aztec also wove fine cotton stuffs, but probably nothing to be com- 
pared with the Nasca vicuna-wool blankets or the cotton fabrics of 
the Maya Old Empire. Similarly, too few examples of ancient 
Maya basketry have survived to permit satisfactory comparisons 
with Inca and Aztec basketry. 

In painting the Maya were first. Pre-eminence in this field of 
art is proved by their frescoes, their painted pottery, and their 
hieroglyphic maniiscripts, or codices. Especially in their finest 


painted vases and in the brilliant execution of the Codex Dres- 
densis, the Maya proved themselves to be without equals in this 
field. Comparison with Aztec, Inca, and pre-Inca similar con- 
tributions leaves no doubt that the Maya were the greatest 
painters in ancient America.' 

In the lapidary art — ^the engraving and polishing of very hard 
stones such as rock crystal, obsidian, and granite — the Maya were 
greatly superior to the Inca and pre-Inca peoples of the Peru- 
vian and adjacent highlands. On the other hand, they might be 
considered somewhat inferior to the Aztec and pre-Aztec peoples 
of central Mexico. Only in jade is this central Mexican superior- 
ity not so sure. We have seen magnificent Maya plaques and 
heads of carved jade in the preceding chapter (Plates 91-93). 
The Aztecs proved their superior lapidary skill by life-size human 
masks carved in jade, obsidian, chalcedony, porphyry, and other 
hard stones j many of these masks are massive pieces weighing 
from 10 to 30 pounds. None of these magnificent life-size carv- 
ings has been found in the Maya area, which probably indicates 
that the Maya did not make them, and therefore the Aztecs must 
be recognized as the most skilled lapidary workers of ancient 
America. 

We have seen that very fine turquoise mosaics have been found 
in the Maya area, at Chichen Itza for example (Plate 43, a), but 
there is no doubt that this was an Aztec and not a Maya technique*. 
In the first place many more turquoise mosaics have been found 
in central Mexico than in the Maya area, and also there are no 
known sources of turquoise in the Yucatan Peninsula, whereas 
there are several in ancient Mexico. It is true that turquoise mosaic 
crowns are represented in the relief sculptures at Chichen Itza 
and turquoise mosaic plaques were found there, but it is certain 
they were imported from central Mexico. There is no evidence, 
either on the monuments or from the excavations, that turquoise 
mosaics were known during the Old Empire, and the same is 
likewise true of the Peruvian highlands. 

On the basis of what featherwork has survived, the Aztec were 
far superior to the Maya and Inca in this technique. Several ex- 



axnples of the Aztec handiwork were included in the treasure 
Cortes sent back from Mexico to Emperor Charles V— the Mocte- 
zuma headdress composed of six hundred iridescent green quetzal 
tail-feathers; two round shields and a three-piece vestment set 
consisting of a bishop’s miter, a chasuble front, and a maniple, all 
made of delicate hummingbird-feather mosaic work, now in the 
former Imperial Museum at Vienna ; and the gorgeous full- 
length cape of red macaw feathers bviilt on a wicker frame, also 
said to have belonged to Moctezuma and now in the Museum of 
the Cinquantennaire at Brussels. As in the case of textiles, little 
or no Maya featherwork has survived, although sculptures from 
both the Old and New Empires represent splendid examples of 
this art (Plate 52 , f). 

In metalwork the ancient Maya were distinctly backward, in- 
deed, as we have seen in the preceding chapter; the Old Empire 
Maya had no knowledge of metals at all and in the New Empire 
their metalwork was confined to simple hammering, repousse, 
and perhaps filigree techniques. This backwardness in metalwork 
was largely due to the fact that in the Maya area metal occurs in 
nature only in the highlands to the south. 

The Maya never approached the gorgeous gold jewelry of 
the peoples of central Mexico, nor the spectacular goldwork of 
those of Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia, but the Inca gold- 
work, though all too little of it has survived for close study, far 
surpasses anything ever achieved by other ancient Americans in 
this field. 

When we come to abstract mental achievements, however, such 
as writing, astronomy, arithmetic, the development of a calendar 
and chronology, and the recording of historical events, the Maya 
had no equals anywhere in ancient America. They were the in- 
ventors of writing in the New World. The graphic systems of the 
Aztec and other peoples of central Mexico were patterned after, 
indeed actually copied from, that of the Maya, and as often hap- 
pens in such cases the copies were far inferior to the original. The 
Inca quipu, a device of colored, knotted strings for aiding the 
memory in keeping track of events and measuring all sorts of 


materials, is crudcj clumsy, and inadequate when compared with 
the Maya hieroglyphic writing. 

In astronomy the Maya were easily head and shoulders above 
every other people of ancient America, having a knowledge of 
that science not even attained by the ancient Egyptians until 
Ptolemaic times. Neither the Aztec nor the Inca anywhere ap- 
proached Maya accuracy in this exact field. As for arithmetic, the 
Maya developed man’s first positional arithmetical system, one 
involving the concept of zero} this is among the most brilliant 
intellectual achievements of all time. 

Ag ain , although no original Maya historical manuscripts have 
survived, rescripts of several have come down to us in the u kahlay 
katunob of the Books of Chilam Balam. These, together with 
the unanimous declarations of all early Spanish historians that the 
Maya recorded their historical events, leave little room for doubt 
that history was another exact science among them. 

In governmental and social organization, the Maya were cer- 
tainly not the equal of the Inca and probably not of the Aztec. 
The Inca system of government was a true empire in the political 
sense with one man, the Inca, ruling with absolute authority over 
the whole vast Inca domain. In spite of many assertions to the con- 
trary, it is probable that Moctezuma II, the last Aztec ruler, also 
exercised autocratic powers in a large part of central Mexico dur- 
ing the early part of the sixteenth century. There is no evidence 
that any single individual or even city-state enjoyed supreme 
power over all the others during the Maya Old Empire. How- 
ever, there is documentary evidence to the eflFect that the Cocom 
family of Mayapan claimed and to a certain extent exercised such 
authority over the other lords of northern Yucatan during the 
late New Empire. 

When the material achievements of the ancient Maya in 
architecture, sculpture, ceramics, painting, lapidary work, feather- 
work, and cotton weaving and dyeing are taken into consideration, 
and, further, when to these are added their abstract intellectual 
accomplishments, such as the invention of writing and positional 
arithmetic with its concomitant development of zero (certainly 



unique for the New World), the construction of an elaborate 
calendar and chronology (the latter with a fixed point of depar- 
ture and slightly more accurate even than our own Gregorian 
Calendar), plus a knowledge of astronomy superior to that of 
both the ancient Egyptians and the Babylonians, and then finally, 
when their whole cultural attainment is judged in the light of 
their known cultural limitations ^ which were on a par with those 
of early Neolithic Man in the Old World, we may safely acclaim 
the ancient Maya, without fear of successful contradiction, as the 
most brilliant aboriginal people on this planet. 




APPENDIX I 


CORRELATION OF MA¥A AND CHRISTIAN 
CHRONOLOAIiS 

WHAT an exceedingly accurate system for measuring time the 
Maya Long Count (the Initial Series) really was has been ex- 
plained in chapter xii— a chronology, which, we have seen, was 
exact to the day over a period of 374,440 years. The Maya 
Short Count (the u kahlay katunoh)^ on the other hand, was far 
less accurate, indeed correct only within a period of 256^4 years. 
It is unfortunate, therefore, that the only Maya dates for which 
the corresponding Gregorian equivalents are surely known are 
given in terms of the Short Count. If we could only be sure of 
the corresponding Gregorian equivalent of a single Initial Series 
there would be no correlation problem at all, for we could then 
determine the Gregorian equivalents for every Initial Series j then 
Maya chronology, especially during the Old Empire, would be 
as clear as our own Christian chronology. But, as matters now 
stand, in order to ascertain the Gregorian equivalent for an Initial 
Series, it is necessary to work back through the much less accu- 
rate and less well understood Short Count, since only dates ex- 
pressed in terms of the latter have been surely correlated with 
dates in our own chronology. Thus the problem of correlating 
the Maya Long Count with Christian chronology consists of two 
different operations: first of correlating the Gregorian Calendar 
with the Maya Short Count, and second of correlating the Maya 
Short Count with the Maya Long Count. 

A number of events in the history of northern Yucatan dur- 
ing the century of the Spanish Conquest, such as the foundation 
of Merida on January 6, 1542 (Julian), for example, are re- 
corded in terms of both the Julian Calendar and the Maya Short 
Count. A careful comparison of the several dates which are ex- 
pressed in both chronologies, leads to the conclusion that a 
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458 certain Katun 13 Ahau of the Maya Short Count came to an 
end sometime during the Julian year 1539 - This much is gen- 
erally accepted. But to correlate this particular Katun 13 Ahau 
with its corresponding Katun 13 Ahau of the Long Count is not 
quite so easy, nor is there general agreement among students of 
the problem as to just which Katun 13 Ahau of the Long Count 
came to its end in 1539. 

The most generally accepted correlation formula is that 
which places the Long Count katun-ending ii. 16. 0.0.0 13 
Ahau 8 Xul as having fallen on November 14, 1539 (Gregorian). 
This formula was first worked out in 1905 by the American 
scholar, J, T. Goodman, who also first deciphered the Maya Long 
Count as it is presented in the inscriptions on the monuments and 
who also compiled the famous Goodman chronological tables. In 
1918, Goodman’s correlation formula was slightly corrected (one 
day) by the Yucatecan archaeologist, Juan Martinez Hernandez, 
and in 1927 the Martinez Hernandez formula was further cor- 
rected (four days) by J. Eric S. Thompson of the Carnegie In- 
stitution’s Division of Historical Research. 

The last is the correlation formula which has been followed 
throughout this book, and it is also the basis for the Gregorian 
equivalents given in Table XII for the katun- and half-katun- 
endings of Maya history. 

The first column in Table XII gives the Long Count dates 
of the katun- and half-katun-endings of Maya history, that is 
their corresponding Initial Series; the second column, the cor- 
responding Short Count dates, that is the u kahlay katunob; and 
the third column, the corresponding dates in our own Gregorian 
Calendar. 



TABLE XII 


The CoRRELATio*N OF Maya and Christian Chronologies According to the 
^ Goodman-Martinez Hernandez-Thompson Correlation Formula. 


Katun- and Half-Katun-Endings 
in the Maya Long Count 
(the Initial Series) 

Katun-Endings in 
the Maya Short 
Count (the t: kak^ 
lay katunob) 

Gregorian Equivalents 

8.14.0. 0.0 7 Ahau 3 Xul 

8.14.10.0. 0 6 Ahau 13 Zip 

Katun 7 Ahau 

A.D. 31 7, September I 

A.D. 327, JUI7II 

8.15.0. 0.0 5 Ahau 3 Pop 

8.15.10.0. 0 4 Ahau 18 Pax 

Katun 5 Ahau 

A.D. 337, May 19 

A.D. 347, March 28 

8.16.0. 0.0 3 Ahau 8 Kankin 

8.16.10.0. 0 Z Ahau 1 8 Zac 

Katun 3 Ahau 

A.D. 3 5 7, February 3 

A.D. 366, December 13 

8.17.0. 0.0 I Ahau 8 Chen 

8.17.10.0. 0 13 Ahau 18 Xui 

Katun I Ahau 

A.D. 376, October 21 

A.D. 386, August 30 

8.18.0. 0.0 12 Ahau 8 Zotz 

8. 18. 10. 0. 0 II Ahau 18 Pop 

Katun 1 2 Ahau 

A.D. 396, July 8 

A.D. 406, May 17 

8.19.0. 0.0 10 Ahau 13 Kayab 

8.19.10.0. 0 9 Ahau 3 Muan 

Katun 10 Ahau 

A.D. 416, March 25 

A.D. 426, February l 

9. 0. 0. 0.0 8 Ahau 13 Ceh 

9.0. 10.0.0 7 Ahau 3 Tax 

Katun 8 Ahau 

A.D. 435, December ii 
A.D. 445, October 19 

9. 1. 0. 0.0 6 Ahau 13 Yaxkin 

9. 1. 1 0.0. 0 5 Ahau 3 Tzec 

Katun 6 Ahau 

A.D. 455, August 28 

A.D. 465, July 6 

9 . 2 . 0 . 0 . 0 4 Ahau 1 3 Uo 

9.2.10.0.0 3 Ahau 8 Cumhu 

Katun 4 Ahau 

A.D. 475, May 15 

I A.D. 485, March 23 

9. 3. 0. 0.0 2 Ahau 18 Muan 

9.3.10.0. 0 I Ahau 8 Mac 

Katun 2 Ahau 

A.D. 495, January 30 
A.D. 5 04, December 9 

9. 4. 0. 0.0 13 Ahau 18 Yax 

9.4.10.0. 0 12 Ahau 8 Mol 

Katun 1 3 Ahau 

A.D. 514, October 18 
A.D, 524, August 26 

9 . 5 . 0 . 0 . 0 II Ahau 1 8 Tzec 

9.5.10.0. 0 10 Ahau 8 Zip 

Katun 1 1 Ahau 

A.D. 534, July 5 

A.D. 544, May 13 

9. 6. 0. 0.0 9 Ahau 3 Uayeb : 

9.6.10.0. 0 8 Ahau 13 Pax i 

Katun 9 Ahau 

A.D. 554, March 22 

A.D. 564, January 29 

9. 7. 0. 0.0 7 Ahau 3 Kankin 

9.7. 1 0 . 0 . 0 6 Ahau 1 3 Zac 

Katun 7 Ahau 

A.D. 573 , December 7 
A.D. 583, October 16 

9 . 8 . 0 . 0 . 0 5 Ahau 3 Chen 

9.8.10.0. 0 4 Ahau 13 Xui 

Katun 5 Ahau 

A.D. 593, August 24 

A.D. 603, July 4 

9. 9. 0. 0.0 3 Ahau 3 Zotz 

9.9.10.0. 0 2 Ahau 1 3 Pop 

Katun 3 Ahau 

A.D. 613, May 12 

A.D. 623, March 21 

9.10.0. 0.0 I Ahau 8 Kayab 

9. 10. 10. 0. 0 13 Ahau 18 Kankin 

Katun I Ahau 

A.D. 633, January 27 
A.D. 642, December 6 

9. 1 1. 0. 0.0 12 Ahau 8 Ceh 

9. 11. 10. 0. 0 II Ahau 1 8 Chen 

Katun 1 2 Ahau 

A.D. 652, October 14 
A.D, 662, August 23 

9.12.0. 0.0 10 Ahau 8 Yaxkin 

9. 12. 10. 0. 0 9 Ahau 13 Zip 

Katun 10 Ahau 

A.D, 672, July I 

A.D. 682, May 10 

9.13.0. 0.0 8 Ahau 8 IJo 

9. 13. 10. 0. 0 7 Ahau 3 Cumhu 

Katun 8 Ahau 

A.D. 692, March 18 

A.D. 702, January 26 


TABLE XII (Cmtinuei) 


Katun- and Half-Katun-Endmg'a 
in the Maya Long Count 
(the Initial Series) 

Katun-Endings in 
the Maya Short 
Count (the u kak- 
lay katunoh) 

Gregorian , Equivalents 

9. 14.0,0.0 

6 Ahau 1 3 Muan 

Katun 6 Ahau 

A.D. 71 1, December 5 

9. 14. 10. 0.0 

5 Ahau 3 Mac 


A.D. 721, October 13 

9. 15.0.0.0 

4 Ahau 1 3 Yax 

Katun 4 Ahau 

A.D. 73 1 , August 22 

9. 15 .10.0.0 

3 Ahau 3 Mol 


A.D. 74 i 5 june 30 

9. 16.0.0.0 

2 Ahau 13 Tzec 

Katun 2 Ahau 

A.D. 751, May 9 

9.16.10.0.0 

I Ahau 3 Zip 


A.D. 761, March 17 

9.17.0.0.0 

13 Ahau 18 Cumhu 

Katun 13 Ahau 

A.D. ' 771, January 24 

9.17. 10. 0.0 

12 Ahau 8 Pax 


A.D, 780, December 2 

9.18.0.0.0 

II Ahau 18 Mac 

Katun 1 1 Ahau 

A.D. 790, October 1 1 

9.18. 10. 0.0 

10 Ahau 8 Zac 


A.D. 800, August 19 

9.19.0.0.0 

9 Ahau 18 Mol 

Katun 9 Ahau 

A.D. 810, June 28 

9. 19. 10.0,0 

8 Ahau 8 Xul 


A.D. 820, May 6 

10. 0.0. 0.0 

7 Ahau 18 Zip 

Katun 7 Ahau 

A.D. 830, March 15 

10. 0. 10.0,0 

6 Ahau 8 Pop 


A.D. 840, January 22 

0 

d 

d 

d 

5 Ahau 3 Kayab 

Katun 5 Ahau 

A.D. 849, November 30 

10. I . 10. 0.0 

4 Ahau 13 Kankin 


A.D. 859, October 9 

10.2,0.0.0 

3 Ahau 3 Ceh 

Katun 3 Ahau 

A.D. 869, August 17 

10,2. lo.b.o 

2 Ahau 13 Chen 


A.D. 879, June 26 

0 

0 

b 

0 

I Ahau 3 Yaxkin 

Katun X Ahau 

A.D. 889, May 4 

10.3 . 10. 0.0 

13 Ahau 13 Zotz 


A.D. 899, March 1 3 

10,4.0.0.0 

1 2 Ahau 3 Uo 

Katun 1 2 Ahau 

A.D. 909, January 20 

10.4. 10. 0.0 

1 1 Ahau 1 8 Kayab 


A.D. 918, November 29 

10.5.0.0.0 

10 Ahau 8 Muan 

Katun 1 0 Ahau 

A.D. 928, October 7 

10.5.10.0.0 

9 Ahau 1 8 Ceh 

1 

A.D, 938, August 16 

10.6.0.0,0 

8 Ahau 8 Yax 

1 Katun 8 Ahau 

A.D. 9485 June 24 

10.6.10,0,0 

7 Ahau 18 Yaxkin 


A.D. 958, May 3 

10.7.0.0.0 

6 Ahau 8 Tzec 

1 Katun 6 Ahau 

A.D. 968, March 1 1 

10.7. 10. 0.0 

5 Ahau 18 Uo 


A.D. 9785 January 18 

10.8.0.0.0 

4 Ahau 13 Cumhu 

Katun 4 Ahau 

A.D. 987, November 27 

0 

d 

d 

00 

0 

»-l 

3 Ahau 3 Pax 


A.D. 997, October 5 

10.9.0.0.0 

2 Ahau 13 Mac 

Katun 2 Ahau 

A.D. 10075 August 15 

10.9. 10. 0.0 

I Ahau 3 Zac 


A.D. 1017, June 23 

0 

d 

d 

d 

d 

13 Ahau 13 Mol 

Katun 1 3 Ahau 

A.D. 1027, May 2 

d 

d 

d 

d 

) 12 Ahau 3 Xul 


A.D. 10375 March lO 

w 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 1 Ahau 1 3 Zip 

Katun 1 1 Ahau 

A.D, 1047, January 17 

10, II. 10. 0.0 10 Ahau 3 Pop 


A.D. 1056, November 25 

0 

d 

d 

d 

9 Ahau 18 Pax 

Katun 9 Ahau 

A.D, io66j October 4 

10. 12. 1 0.0.0 8 Ahau 8 Kankin 


A.D* 10765 August 12 

10.13.0.0,0 

7 Ahau 18 Zac 

Katun 7 Ahau 

A.D, 10865 June 21 

10.13.10.0.C 

1 6 Ahau 8 Chen 


A.D, 1096, April 29 

0 

0 

b 

b 

5 Ahau 18 Xul 

Katun 5 Ahau 

A.D, 1 1 065 March 9 

10.14.10.0.C 

> 4 Ahau 8 Zotz 


A.D, 1 1 16, January 16 
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Katun- and Half-Katun-Endings 
in the Maya Long Count 
(the Initial Series) 


1.0 . 1 5 . o . o . 0 3 Ahau 1 8 Pop 

10.15.10.0. 0 2 Ahau 13 Kayab 

10. 16.0.0.0 l Ahau 3 Milan' 

10.16.10.0. 0 , 13 Ahau 13 Ceh 

10. 17.0. 0.0 12 Ahau 3 Yax 

1 0 . 1 7 . 1 o . o . 0 1 1 Ahau 1 3 Yaxkin 

10.18.0. 0.0 10 Ahau 3 Tzec 

10.18.10.0. 0 '9 Ahau 13 : Uo 

10. 19.0. 0.0 8 Ahau 8 Cumhu 

10.19.10.0. 0 7 Ahau 18 Muan 

I I ,0.0. 0.0,': ,6 Ahau 8 Mac 

11.0. 10.0.0 5 Ahau 18 Yax 

11.1.0. 0.0 4 Ahau 8 Mol 

1 1 . 1 . 10 . 0 . 0 3 Ahau 1 8 Tzec 

11.2.0. 0.0 2 Ahau 8' Zip 

1 1.2. 1 0.0.0 I Ahau 3 Uayeb 

I I , 3',. 0.0,0 13 i\hau 13 Pax ' 

1 1 . 3 . 10. 0. 0, 12 Ahau 3 Kankin 

11.4.0. 0.0 II Ahau 1 3 Zac 

11.4.10.0. 0 10 Ahau 3 Chen 

1 1 . 5 . o . o . o 9 Ahau 1 3 Xul 

11.5.10.0. 0 8 Ahau 3 Zotz 

1 1 . 6 . o . o . O 7 Ahau 1 3 Pop 

11. 6. 10. 0. 0 6 Ahau 8 Kayab 

1 1 . 7 . 0 . 0 . 0 5 Ahau 1 8 Kankin 

11.7.10.0. 0 4 Ahau 8 Ceh 

11.8.0. 0.0 3 Ahau 1 8 Chen 

11. 8. 10. 0. 0 2 Ahau 8 Yaxkin 

1 1 . 9 . 0 . o . o I xA.hau 1 8 Zotz 

11. 9. 10. 0. 0 13 Ahau 8 Uo 

II. 1 0.0. 0.0 1 2 Ahau 3 Cumhu 

11. 10. 10. 0. 0 II Ahau 13 Muan 

1 1. 1 1. 0. 0.0 10 Ahau 3 Mac 

11. 11. 10. 0. 0 9 Ahau 13 Yax 

11. 12.0. 0.0 8 Ahau 3 Moi 

11.12.10.0. 0 7 Ahau 13 Tzec 

II. 13.0.0.0 6 Ahau 3 Zip 

11. 13. 10. 0. 0 5 Ahau 1 8 Cumhu 

11.14.0. 0.0 4 Ahau 8 Pax 

II . 14. lO.O.O 3 Ahau 18 Mac 

11.15.0. 0.0 2 Ahau 8 Zac 

11.15.10.0. 0 I Ahau 18 Mol 


Katun-Endings in 
the Maya Short 
Count (the u kah^ 
lay katunob) 

Katun 3 Ahau 
Katun I Ahau 
Katun X 2 Ahau 
Katun 10 Ahau 
Katun 8 Ahau 
Katun 6 Ahau 
Katun 4 Ahau 
Katun 2 Ahau 
Katun 1 3 Ahau 
Katun 1 1 Ahau 
Katun 9 Ahau 
Katun 7 Ahau 
Katun 5 Ahau 
Katun 3 Ahau 
! Katun I Ahau 
Katun 12 Ahau 
Katun 10 Ahau 
Katun 8 Ahau 
Katun 6 Ahau 
Katun 4 Ahau 
Katun 2 Ahau 


Gregorian Equivalents 


A.D. 1 1 2^5, November 24 
A.D. 1 135, October 3 
A.D. 1 145, August I I 
A.D, 1 1 55, June 20 ' 

A.D, 1 165, April 28. 

A.D. 1 175, March 7, 

A.D. 1185, January 13 
A.D. 1 194, November 22 
A.D. 1204, September 30 
A.D. 12145 August 9 
A,D." 1224, June 17 
A.D. 1234, April 26 
A.D, 1 244, March 4 
A.D. 1254, January 1 1 
A.D. 1263, November 20 
A.D. 1 273, September 28 
A.D. 1 283, August 7 
A.D. 1293, June 15 
A.D. 13035 April 25 
A.D. 13 13, March 3 
A.D. 1323, January iO 
A.D. 1332, November 1 8 
A.D. 13425 September 27 
A.D. 1352, August 5 
A.D. 1 3625 June 14 
, A.D. 1372, April 22 
A.D. 1382, March i 
A.D. 1392, January 8 
A.D. 1401, November 17 
A.D. 14115 September 26 
A.D. 142 1 5 August 4 
A.D, 143 X5 June 13 
A.D. 1441, April 21 
A.D. 1451, February 28 
A.D. 1 46 1 5 January 6 
A.D. 147O5 November 15 
A.D. 1480, September 23 
A.D. 149O5 August 2 
A.D. 150O5 June II 
A.D. 15 1O5 April 20 
A.D. 152O5 February 27 
A.D. 153O5 January 5 
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Katun- and Half-Katun Endings 
in the Maya Long Count 
(the Initial Series) 

Katun-Endings in 
the Maya Short 
Count (the u kah- 
lay katunob) 

Gregorian Equivalents 

Ii,i 6 . 0 . 0.0 »i 3 Ahau 8 Xul 

II . i6. 10. 0.0 isAhau iS Zip 

Katun 13 Ahau 

A.D. 1539, November 14 
A.D. 1 549,: September 22 

11.17. 0.0.0 II Allan 8 Pop 

II. 17. 10. 0.0 10 AKau 3 Kayab 

Katun I I Ahau 

A.D. 1559, August I 

A.D. 1 569, June 9 

1 1 . 1 8 . 0 . 0 . 0 9 Ahau 1 3 Kankin 

II. 18. 10. 0.0 8 Ahau 3 Ceh 

Katun 9 Ahau 

A.D, 1579, April 18 

A.D. 1589, February 24 

II. 19. 0.0.0 7 Ahau 13 Chen 

II . 19. lO.O.O 6 Ahau 3 Yaxkin 

Katun 7 Ahau 

A.D. 1599, January 3 

A.D. 16085 November 11 

12.0. 0.0.0 5 Ahau 13 Zotz 

12.0. 10.0.0 4 Ahau 3 Uo 

Katun 5 Ahau 

A.D. 1618, September 20 
A.D. 1628, July 29 

1 2 . 1 . 0 . 0 . 0 3 Ahau 1 8 Kayab 

12. 1. 10. 0. 0 2 Ahau 8 Muan 

Katun 3 Ahau 

A.D. 1638, June 7 

A.D. 1648, April 15 

12.2.0. 0.0 I Ahau 18 Ceh 

12.2.10.0. 0 13 Ahau 8 Yax 

Katun I Ahau 

A.D. 1658, February 22 
A.D. 16685 January 1 

12.3.0. 0.0 12 Ahau 18 Yaxkin 

12.3. 10. 0. 0 II Ahau 8 Tzec 

Katun 12 Ahau 

A.D. 1677, November 9 
A.D. 1687, September 18 

12.4.0. 0.0 10 Ahau 18 Uo 

12. 4. 10. 0. 0 9 Ahau 1 3 Cumhu 

Katun 10 Ahau 

A.D. 1697, July 27 

A.D. 1707, June 6 

12.5.0,0.0 8 Ahau 3 Pax 

Katun 8 Ahau 

A.D. 1717, April 14 



APPENDIX II 


PERfOiNAL NAMES AMONA THE 
ANCIENT MAYA 

AS NOTED in chapter x (p. 183) each Maya had at least three 
different names (and sometimes even a fourth) which were be- 
stowed upon him at different periods of his life. His earliest 
name or fml kaba, given him at birth, may be compared to our 
own given names, such as John, William, Mary, Helen, etc. 
In the case of boys, the fad name invariably began with the 
masculine prefix ah, and in the case of girls, with the feminine 
prefix ixy sometimes written yx. To the masculine prefix 
the names of animals, reptiles, birds, trees, and other objects 
were added to give the boy’s faal names, as for example: Ah 
Balam (jaguar); Ah Ceh (deer); Ah Cuat (serpent); Ah Itzam 
(lizard) ; Ah Cuy (owl) ; Ah Op (parrot) ; Ah Chacah (gumbo- 
limbo tree) ; Ah Dzulub (arbor) ; Ah Kukum (feather) ; Ah Tok 
(flint knife); Ah Uitz (hill, or mountain). Only relatively few 
faal names of girls have come down to us; these are formed by 
adding the feminine prefix to other Maya words, the meanings 
of which are not so clear as in the case of boy’s faal names: Ix 
Chan; Ix Cahum; Ix Can; Ix Cakuk; Ix Kauil; Ix Kukul; Ix 
Nahau. 

Says Bishop Landa in this connection: 

. . . . they [the parents] went with them [the children] to the priests, so 
that they might see his [the child’s] destiny and tell the profession which 
he was to pursue, to give the name he was to bear during his childhood 
[the faal namt mentioned above]; because they were accustomed to call 
their children by different names until they were baptized [i.e., the puberty 
ceremony described on page 184] and grew up; and afterwards they gave 
up these and began to call them by the name of their fathers [i.e., their 
patronymics] until they married, and then they were called by the name 
of their father and mother. 
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The second name which a boy or girl was given was his 
father’s family name, mentioned above by Landa, which he as- 
sumed after the puberty ceremony, also described in chapter x, 
when he or she was considered to have reached a marriageable 
age. The Maya word for the father’s patronymic has not come 
down to us. 

The third name by which a Maya was known, also mentioned 
by Landa in the quotation above, he or she assumed after marriage. 
This last designation was called the md kaha meaning mother- 
name in Maya 5 it was composed of the prefix nah (Maya for 
“mother”), to which was added the mother’s matronymic (the 
child’s mother’s maiden name), followed by the father’s patro- 
nymic (the father’s family name). Thus in the case of a man 
whose md name was Na Chan Chel, the example given by Landa, 
the man’s mother’s maiden name and also his maternal grand- 
mother’s maiden name as well, was Chan, whereas his father’s 
family name was Chel. This seems to indicate that, just as the 
father^ s f dr onymk descended through the sons for generations, 
so the mothet^s matronymk was perpetuated through the daugh- 
ters for generations. Many of these ancient Maya surnames, both 
patronymic and matronymic, were derived from animal, serpent, 
insect, bird, and plant names; Balam (jaguar) ; Baa (gopher) 5 Can 
(serpent)} Coh (puma)} Mis (cat)} Muy (rabbit)} Och (op- 
posum)} Tzul (dog)} Uech (armadillo)} Pech (tick)} Bacal 
(corncob) } Cab (bee or honey) } Cocom (cliinbing plant with yel- 
low flowers) } Cutz (ocellated turkey) } Che (tree) } Chel (blue 
jay)} Kutz (tobacco)} Mo (macaw)} Muan (sparrow hawk)} 
Mucuy (dove)} Nic (a small flower) } Ppizte (cacao bean)} Xiu 
(weed). 

In addition to the three kinds of names mentioned above — 
fad and mal names and the father’s surname — there is a fourth 
name, which one of the native manuscripts defines as the coco 
kahay or nickname. These coco names may have been given be- 
cause of some personal peculiarity or circumstance, like our 
“Fatty” or “Shorty,” for example. The six preserved in the 
manuscript mentioned are: Ah Xun} Ah Pach Uitz, which may 



mean “the man who lives behind the hilP’j Ah Tupp Kabai, 
possibly “the man who makes a noise like an explosion”; Ah 
Na Itza, “the man of the house of the Itza”; Ah Kom Tzohom, 
“something red”; Ah Xochil Ich, “owl face, owl eye.” The 
coco name of Ah Zuytok Xiu, the founder of Uxmal, may 
possibly have been Hun Uitzil Chac, “the only mountain Chac 
or Rain-God” (chapter xi, p. 224). Finally the coco name of 
Hunac Ceel, the halach uinic of Mayapan whose victory over Chac 
Xib Chac, the halach uinic of Chichen Itza in 1194, put an end 
to the confederacy known as the League of Mayapan (p. 91) 
was probably Ah Tapaynok, “he with the broidered mantle.” 

The foregoing several names by which an ancient Maya was 
known have been made the subject of special study by Ralph L. 
Roys of the Carnegie Institution stafF. See R. L. Roys (1940) 
in the section on Ethnology in the Classified Bibliography (p. 4^1) 
for further information on this subject. 




CLASSIFIED BIBLIOARAPHy 


IN ORDER to simplify the problem of the research worker or 
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Bibliography has been arranged under fourteen classifications: 
(i) Archaeology j (2) Ethnology} (3) History} (4) Art} (5) 
Hieroglyphic Writing, Chronology, and Astronomy} (6) Agri- 
culture} (7) Language} (8) Medical Science} (9) The Modern 
Maya} (10) Travel and Exploration} (ii) Geography, Geology, 
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Under these headings the corresponding publications are 
grouped alphabetically by authors’ names. Titles marked with 
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i §j 

AddantadOy 104, 106, 108, no, ii6j 
Addmtaxgo of Yucatan, in 
agriculture, 137, 4485 agricultural 
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system, i, 4, 10, 67, 71, 4485 de- 
velopment of, 137 
aguacate^ 8 j see avocado 
aguardiente^ 155 
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Aguilar, Gerdnimo de, 98, 99, 102, 
103, 178 
ahau^ 16 1 
Ahaucan Mai, 171 
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ahkitP) 168, 173 
ahkinoby 168 
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ah kuleloby 169 
ah many 1 73 
Ah Moch Couoh, 100 
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Ah Puch, death-god, 216, (Fig. lo) 
217, 226, 227, (Plate 29, d) facing 

240,", 

Ah Tapaynok, 465 
ahtocyi^6 

Ah Uitz Xiu, 166, 167 
Ahuizotl, 439 
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Ah Xupan Xiu, 93, 96, 167, 444 
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440 
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Alvarado, Pedro de, 102, in 
America, ancient: food staple of, 
maize, 6 ; lapidary workers of, 452 
Annals of the Cakchiquels, 303, 304 
andesite, 360 
a f azote, 157 

architec!ure, 47, 51, 65, 342-57,442; 
oldest example of, 343, 344; origin 
of, 342, 343 ; phases of, see Table 
III, facing 40 ; Puuc Period, 329- 
31, 356; stone architecture, 10, 80, 
209, 389 

Archives of the Indies, X19 
arithmetic, Maya, 274-76, 453 
Ascension Bay, 12, loi 
Asiatic origin of the Maya race, 23 
astronomical knowledge, 304-7, 325, 

333j 334. 453> 454 ^ 
astronomical observatories, 89, 307, 
308, 327, 333, 334; diagram of 
observatory at Uaxactun, (Fig. 33) 
332; representation of, in Mexican 
codices, (Fig. 30) 308 
Atlantean figures, 215, 373; see Plate 
73, d, following 376 
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atoh^ 25, 57j 198, 20i, 205 
udmcia Real of Guatemala^ 335 
Avendano, Andres de, 126-30 
avocadoj 156 
azoU, 30 

Aztecs, loi, 103, 118-20, 273, 274, 
296, 43 450 -S 3 
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BacaBy 214, 224 
Bacalar, 123, 195 

Baker, M. Louise, 3685 see Plate 69, 
following ^ 6 % 

Bakhalal, 795 disco7ery of, 79 
haktuny 276 

Baktim 8, 42, 55> 33^, 3 ^ 3 > 443 
Baktiin 9, 370 > 443 
Balakbal, 5 5 

Balboa, Vasco Nunez de, 98 
banquetay 199 
baptismal rite, 1 84 

bar-and-dot notation, Maya, (Fig. 23) 
278, 279-80, (Fig. 24) 281 
Barrera Vasquez, Alfredo, 19 
basketry, 157, 158, 409, 41 0; Old 
and New Empire (Fig. 46, hy Cy 
i) 410 

Basle, Museum of Archaeology, 321 

baty 141 
batahy 168 
batabohy 162, 1 68 

ha^aU^HtsXy 1 57 

beams, 158; beam and lime-concrete 
roof, 347, 348 
Becan, 319 
Belize River, 7 
Belma, 105 
Benque Viejo, 63, 64 
binder twine, 26 
birds, 9,437 
birthrate, 23, 24 

blood-letting rite, 218, 219 (Fig. ii) 
Bolonchen-Cauich, 126, 127, 1 29 
Bolon Dzacab, 244 

Bolontikuy 216, 231-34, 263, 2805 
name-glyphs of, 232 (Fig, 12) 


Bonampak, 318, 415 . 
boocby ig6 

Book of Chilam Balam, 78, 294, 301- 
3, 320, 45,4; of Chumayel, 78, 92, 
94, 231, 302, 303 j of Ixil, 302; of 
Kaua, 302 j of Man 1, 78, 86, 90, 
92, 303; of Tizimm, 78, 86, 90, 
92, 302, 303; of Tusik, 302 
bool keban ccxemonyy 205, (Plate 27, b) 
bowl, 417, 418 (Fig. 49) 
breadnut, 8, 156 

British Honduras, 7, 15, 121, 161, 

213^385 

British Museum, 369, 427 
buildings, 348, 350, 352, 356; classi- 
fication of, 354, 355$ description 

■ of, 348-5 S; decoration of, 352- 

575 fagades of, 34^, 353* 449 J 

ground-plans, 349 (Fig. 35); New 
Empire fagades, see Plate 60, fol- 
lowing 352; Old Empire fagades, 
see Plates 59, Oy by facing 352; 
probable uses of, 3 5 2, 3 54, 3 5 5 

burial customs, 204-7, 4^5> 4^6, 417 

(Fig. 48) 

Burma, 429 
buulyi§6yZ00 

C 

cabildOy ll 2 y Jl$y 116 

cacao, '8, 92, 1 86 
caciqucy 165, 1 68 

Cakchiquels, 20, iSi, 267, 303, 405, 
439; Annals of the, 303, 304 
cahhtuny zjhy 277 

Calakmul, 59, 64, 80, 3 1 7; descrip- 

■ tion of, 336, 3375 sculptured out- 
cropping, 337, see Plate 53, Oy fol- 
lowing 336 

calendar, 46, 209, 223, 232, a63--65, 

, ::»69-7I, 272-74, 276-92, 387, 
3 89; correction, 264, 289-91, 305 
Calendar Round, 272-74 
calendar year, 262-65, 269-71 
Cameron, J. W#, 139 


Campeclie, : IS, 73 > 77 . 8i,; 84,' 

lOi; IQ2, 1075 108, 109, 1 10, 1 13, 
115, :Il6, 122, 124, 131, 160, 319 
.Gancuen, 63, 64, / 

'' Gandelaria'River, 7 
Canek, :i2D, 123, 124, 126, 127, 129, 
131, 132, i6s, 445 ■ 

Cano, Augustin, 17 
caoba^ see maliogany ' 

Cape Catoclie, 100 

capstone,. 420, 421 (Fig. 52), 422 

(Fig- 53) 

captive figures, 43, 176, 337> 4^3; 

see Plate 53, following 336 
captives, bound, 70, 1765 see Plate 
1 8, <7, facing 49- 

Caracol, at Chichen Itza, 89, 327, 
328 (Fig. see Plate 42, a, fac- 
ing 328 
carga^ 150 

Caribbean Sea, 4, 7, 5 5 
Carnegie Institution of Washington, 
25, 29, 31, 148, 154, 313. 324. 
327. 332, 365. 428, 431 

Caso, Alfonso, 42 
cassava, 8, 156 

Castillo, at Chichen Itza, 239, 326, 
(Plate 44, a) following 328, 376, 
4 JO, 428, 447 
Cauich, 126 

causeway, stone, from Castillo to the 
Well of Sacrihce, 239; Coba-Yax-* 
una, 79, 34O} map, (Plate 19) fac^ 
ing 56, (Plate 55) facing 344 
ceiba^ 8 , II, 221 
Ceme, Eustaquio, 28, 29 
cenotCy 12, 26, 1425 Xtoloc, water 
supply of Chichen Itza, 329, (Plate 
7, following 16 

census, 16 j Table I, facing 16, 42, ill 
ceramics, 47, 51, 389, 4495 Ceramic 
Periods, see Table IX, facing 3925 
duration of, (Table X) 40 1; Chi- 
canel Phase, $3, 387-89; Decadent 
Phase, 400; see Plate 85, follow-- 


ing 400 ; Mamom Phase, 53, 209, 
385-87, ^%Zysee Plate 80, 
ing 384; Mexican Phase, 397-400 ; 
Puuc Phase, 396, 397 ; see Plate 83, 
facing 400 ; Tepeu Phase, 54, 391- 
94; see Plate facing ^16^ 418- 
19; (Plate 88) facing 424; (Plate 
89) facing 425 (Figs.49-51) ; Tza- 
kol Phase, 54, 59, 209, 345, 3 ^ 9“95 
ceremonial centers, 26, 67, 172, 209 
ceremonies and dances, 220, 221, 
236—40, 247—56; see Table VI, 
254—55; colomchcy 220; hetzmek^ 
182—83, 2365 holcan okoty 2 20; 

festival, 224, 225; puberty, 
184-87; Tuff Kaky 251, 252 
Cerro de las Mesas, 59 
chacy.l’j^y 184-86, 212, 219, 237 
Chac, rain-god, 224, 225, 253, 258 
Chac Mool, 371, (Plate 73, a) follow-- 
ingzi^ 

Chacmultun, 420 
Chacnouitan, 86, 87 
Chac Xib Chac, 9 1 
Chakan-Itza, 126, 127 
Chakan, Province of, 1 09, 1 1 3 
Chakanputun, 84, 87, 88, 320; aban- 
donment of, 88, 444 
Chaltuna, 7 
Chama, 415, 418, 419 
Champoton, ii, 84, 87, lOO, loi, 
107, 111 \ see Chakanputun 
Champoton River, 1 2 
Chankom, 28 
charcoal, 413 

Chariot, Jean, 362, (Plates 64-65) 
following 368 
Chauaca, 105, 107, 114 
chayay 156 
chayote^ 8, 156 
Chels, 95, 97, 109, 1 14, 165 
Ghenes, 77, 319, 353, 378; architec- 
ture of, 77, 80, 331, 353 
Ghetumal, 99, 106, 107, 115 
Chiapa, Stone of, 64 



Chiapas, 5, 15, 42, 64, 87, III, 116, 

180,379,399,415,434 

Chichen Itza, 31, 63, 65, 73> 77 ? ^ 4 ? 
87, 88-92, 95, 96, 108, 148, 152, 
160, 165, 190, 211, 212, 315, 317, 
320; abandonment of, 81, 444; 
Ball Court, 326, (Plate 41, a) fac- 
ing 321; Caracol, 89, 327, (Fig. 
32) 328, (Plate 42, a) facing 328; 
Castillo, 239, 326, 376, 410, 428, 
447, (Plate 44, a) follomng 328; 
Court of the Thousand Columns, 
327; description of, 325-29, 348, 
39^? 397? 399? 4^0 ; discovery of, 
79, (Plate 38, a) following 3205 
(Plate 39) following 320; (Plate 
45 ? fi^cing 329; High Priest’s 
Tomb, 206; Mon j as, 326, 420; 
Red House, 3265 Red Jaguar 
Throne, 328, 410, 431, (Plate 
73, c) following 376; Temple of 
the Chac Mool, 326, 3283 Temple 
of the Jaguars, 212, (Plate 41, b) 
facing szi, 376, 410, 420, 423; 
Temple of the Warriors, 177, 194, 
212, (Plate 40, a) following 320, 
326, 328, 373, 420, 423-^55 
Tzcniifantli^ (Plate 61, a) follow- 
352, 356; Well of Sacrifice, 95, 
194, 207, 212, 219, 239, 240, 329, 
377. 405. 434-36, (Plate 42, b) 
facing 3285 Xtoloc Cenote, 329 
Chichimec, 451 

chiefs, 162, 444 j plot of the, 444 
Chikin Chei, 1x5 

Chilam Balam, Book of j see Book of 
Chilam Balam 
ckilancs^ 172, 237 
chili-peppers, 8, 157, 400 
chim^ 141 

Chinkultic, 59, 60, 64 

Chixoy River, 5, 379, 392, 415; «« 

Salinas River 
Chochkitam, 319 
chocolate, 158,190 


Choi, 17 

Cholti, 16; Table ly facing 16 
Cholula, Great Pyramid of, 450 
Chontal, 16, 39, 103, 1 19, 122, 178 
Chord, 16, 17 

Christianity, 126, 127, 212, 216, 305 
chronological system, Maya, 46, 47, 
57, 285-87, 291-94, 384, 442.; 
starting point of, 282, 283—85, 443 
chronology, 209, 223, 282, 284, 332, 
389; Maya and , Christian, 459-62 
chuUun^ 314 

Chumayel Chronicle, 78, 92, 94, 302, 
303, 410 
Chunchintok, 317 
Chuntuqui, 129 
cicada", 35 
ciricote^ 156 

cities, 312-165 description of, 320- 
4x5 estimated population, 314, 315 
city-states, 70, 88, 160 
Ciudad Real J 108, 109, IXO 
civil status, 25 
Civiltuk, 317 
civil war, 67, 70, 90 
clan organization, 179 
clay figurines, 49, 205, 379? 397 J 
Plates 80, 82, facing 385 
clay modeling, 3 78-8 i , ■ , 42 8 5 . see 
Plates 80, 82, facing 385 
climate, 9, 10, 68, 69, 223 
Coatzacoalcos, 1 17, 178 
Coba, 12, 59, 60, 73, 78, 79, 84, 317, 
,. 3x8-20; description of, 338-41, 
39 ^ 

Cochuah, 108, 1x4, X15 
Cockscomb Peak, 7 

coco kaba, 183; or nickname, 464-65 
Cocom, 87, 91-93, 96, 165, 206, 207, 

397 ? 444 ? 454 
Codex Bodleian, 308 
Codex Dresdensis, 212, 2 1 4, 215, 
(Fig. 9) 231, 295-97, 301, 306, 
309, 310, 420, 425, 452 
Codex Mendoza, 431 


Codex Nuttallj 308 
Codex Peresianusj (Fig* lo, a) 7.1 jy 
(Fig. i6) 242, 294-97, 299-301, 
(Fig. 29) 300, 3 1 1, 420, 425 
Codex Pere2> 146, 302, 303, 443 
Codex Selden, 308 

Codex TrO“Cortesianus, (Fig. 5) 147, 
212, (Fig. 10) 217, (Fig* ii) 219, 
(Fig, 17) 246, 295-97, (Fig. 28) 
298, 299, 301, 407, (Fig. 45) 
40B 

Cogoilodo, 94 
Cohuanacox, 1 1 8 
cohune-palm, 8 
cojolitCy 9 

COly I 41 

Colombia, 240, 434, 453 
Colon, Cristobal, 98, 1 17 
Colon, Diego, 98 
Colonial Period, 26, 400 
ComalcalcQ, 345, 377, 378 
common people, 174-76; life of the, 
198-203 
conifers, 5 
Conil, 105 

conquest of the Itza, 16, 129-36 
conquest of Yucatan, 98, 103, IIO, 
122 

cofaly 8, 158, 218, 2 1 9 ; see foni 
Copan, 10, 16, 57, 59, 64, I44 j I 45 » 
161, 206, 305, 308, (Plate 31, h) 
facing 312, 315, 317, 319, (Plates 
34 j 37> following 320, 335, 345> 
348, 360, 364, 426, 429; Acropo- 
lis, (Plates 35, a, 36, c) following 
320, 323, 324; Ball Court, (Plate 
41, a) facing 321, 324, 326; 
description of, 323—25; Eastern 
Court, 323, 324; Hieroglyphic 

Stairway, (Plate 35, following 
320, 323, 324; Jaguar Stairway, 
(Plate 35, a) following 320, 324; 
Main Plaza, 323; Middle Court, 
323; Stela P, 324, (Plate 67, d) 


following 368; Western Court, 

3 ^ 3 . 324 
Copan River, 324 
cofOy 8, 295 

copper bells, 432 "- 33 > 43^; (Fig. 55, 

/), 432 

corbel-arched roof, 206, 342, 343 
corbeled-stone roof vaulting, 38, 42, 
49 ? 54? 55? 60, 61, 209, 34S'~47? 

34) 346, 389 

cornfield, 141, 441 ; fencing of, 146; 
harvesting, 149; planting, 146, 147; 
weeding of, 147-49 
corn grinders, 27 

Cortes, Hernando, 66, 99, 102, 103, 
106, no, 117-22, 126, 178, 179, 
299? 453 

Cortes, Martin, 179 
Costa Rica, 432, 433, 453 
cotton, 8, 157, 400 
cotton cloth, 157, 405, 408, 451 
cotton weaving, 405-8, 45 1 
Couoh, 112 

Court of the Hieroglyphic Stairway, 
(Plate 35, c) following 320 
Cozumel, 10 1, 102, 114 
Cuba, 100, 102 

culantrOy 157 
cuTUy 198 

culture, comparison of Maya with 
other, 450-55 

Cupules, lo6, 108, 1 14, 1 15 
B 

dally life, round of, 198—203 
dancing, (Plate 27, b') facing 224; see 
Table VI, 254 

d^Avila, Alonso, 104, 205, 106, 107, 
no 

death, 204, 206; rate of, 23, 24 
dedicatory date, 432 
deer, 6, 158, 425 

deities, 213, 222; corn-god, 225, 226, 
(Plate 29, c) facing 240, (Plate 
54, facing 337; death-god, 216, 
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226, 227, 229, (Plate 29, d) fac- 
ing 24.0; god of the North Star, 

227, 228, (Plate 29, h) facing 24O; 
rain-god, 212, 223-25, (Plate 29, 
B) facing 240; war-god, 2 1 4, 229, 
(Plate 29, /) facing 2405 wind-god, 
229, (Plate 29, facing 240 

de la Parra, Father, 303 

Delgado, Diego, 124 

dialects, 18-20, 39 

Diaz, del Castillo, Bernal, 102, 119, 

178 

dietary, Maya, 25, 142 
divorce, 189 

door-lintels of wood, 156, (Plate 
32, a) facing 313, 321, (Fig. 31) 
322, (Fig. 4.2) facing 376 
Douglass, A* S., 383 
drainage basin, 3, 4, 6, 7 
dress, articles of, 191-94, 195, 196; 
breechclout, (Fig. 7) 192; sandals, 
(Fig. 8) 193; of women, sea Plate 
26, facing 217 
Duran, Bartolome, X34 
dyeing, 409 
Dzcinal, 76, 78, 80 
Dzibichaltun, 517, 388 
Dzibikai, 109, no 
Dzilam, 109, no 

E 

earliest contemporaneous date, 45, 52, 
321 

earliest construction, 48 
earliest-known dated object, 43, (Plate 
is) 32, 56, 363 

economic failure, 72 
edible plants, 8, 9, 13, 156-5S 
Ekab, Province of, 98, 100, 1 04, 105, 
108, 114 
Ekal, 340 
El Amparo, 62 
El Baul, 40, 41 
El Caribe, 63 
El Cayo, 63 
El Encanto, 59, 60 


El Meco, ,105 
El Palmar, 62, 436 

■El Quiche, Department of, 4, 207, 

393 

El Salvador, 49, 386, 387, 393, 399 
El Tabasqueho, 317 
El Tortuguero, 62 

embroidery, 195, (Plate 26, Cy d) fac- 
ing 217, 405, 409, 4395' patpness 
of, 408 

encommderos, 115 
epidemic, 69 
escoba-fdlm^ 8 

Escuintla, Department of, 41 
Espiritu Santo Bay, 12 
Etzna, 62, 64, 73 

ex, 191, (Fig. 7) 192 

F 

family ties, 32 

farmer, Maya, 143, 441, 442 
fateful katun, 443-47 
fauna, 6, 9, lO, 437 
Feathered Serpent, 89, 237, (Plate 
40, b) following 320, (Plate 41, 
facing $26 

Feathered-Serpent columns, 77, 89, 
326 

feather work, 405, 409, 415, 436-40, 
452, 453 
fiber, 8, 26 

■Hint-chipping, 436, (Plate 95) facing 
'.440 

fiora, 156-58 

forest, height of, materials yielded, 
8 j see wood 
Forstemann, Ernst, 285 
food staple, 6, 8 

'Franciscan missionaries, 122, 126, 127 
frescoes, 170, 1'96, 334, 373, 412, 

; , 415, 422, 4Z3-2S^ 45^5 50) 

following 336, (Fig. 54) 424, 
(Plate 90) facing 432 
fruits, 8, 13 

Fuensalida, Bartolome de, 122, 445 
':Fuentes y Guzman, 439 


' Q V ' 

game birdsj 9 

Garcsa de Palado, Diego, Copan de- 
scribed hjy in 1576, 335 
Gates, William, 19 
genealogical tree, 165, 166, 170, 
(Plate zz) following 168 
Gibbon, Edward, 259 
gods and goddesses, 212-16, 223-355 
see deities 

Godoy, Lorenzo de, i ii, 112 
gold in Old Empire, 325, 431, (Fig. 
55 > 

gold disks, 434, (Fig. 56) 433, (Fig. 
57) 435 

goldwork, 434, (Fig. 56) 433 
Golden Age, 10, 61, 62, 21 1, 294, 

367 

Gonzalez, Juan, 134 
gourds, 8, 158, 183, 200 
governmental organization, 159-71, 
454 

Goodman, J. T., 285, 458 
Gregorian equivalents of Maya dates, 
450-62 

Grijalva, Juan de, 100- 102 
Grijalva River, 102 
g«^«o-palm, 157 

Guatemala, 3, 5, 15, 44, iii, 121, 
125, 137, 139, 160, 197, 385.4^8, 
434, 439; highlands of, 4, 6, 44, 
65, 139, 140, 143> 151. 214, 304, 
345 . 3B6, 393, 405 > 408, 437 

Guerrero, Gonzalo de, 98, 99, 106 
Guerrero, State of, 429 

H 

hmh^ 269—74 
haceniaiOy 18B 

halacktdnicy i6l-68, 172, 175, 32X, 
36S, 375 . 397 . 43 t 6 , 419. 4 ^ 7 . 434 > 
437; headdress of, 438-405 in- 
signia of, 163, (Fig. 6) 164 
hammock, 129, 202 
head- variant numerals, 276, 279, 280, 
(Plate 30, a) facing 241 


Hecelchakan, 125 

henequeny hemp, 1575 plantations of, 
^29- 

Hernandez de Cordoba, Francisco, 99, 

100 

Herrera, Antonio de, 87, 171, 195, 

211 

hetzmek ceremony, 37, 182, 183; 
(Plate 10, b) facing 17, Plate 12, c\ 
following 24 
Hidalgo, State of, 77 
hieroglyphic writing, 10, 38, 43, 45, 
46, 172, 209, 225, 260, 280, 321, 
324. 376, 377 . 387. 389, 454; 
scriptions in, 66, 262, 317, 319, 
410, 4145 manuscripts in, 212, 222, 
295-301,412,451 
High Priest^s Tomb, at Chichen Itza, 
206 

Historic de las cosas de Yucatan y 261 
history, Maya, 294, 363, 425, 4425 
epochs of, see Table III, facing 405 
leading events, Table V, facing 80 
Hochob, 317 
Holactun, 63, 73, 420 
holcan okoty 220 
Holmes, W. H., 361 
Holmul, 206, 317, 415 
Holmul River, 127 
Holmul Valley, 55, 320 
Holon Chan Tepeu, 86 
Hondo River, 7, 55 
Honduras, Republic of, 3, 15, 63, 
106, III, 117, 197, 324. 386, 393 . 

■ . 434. ■ 

Honduras-Hibueras, 1 1 1 
Hopelchen, 124 
hotunyhby 336, 338 
housewife, Maya, 26, 39-41? 44, 187 
Huasteca Indians, i6, 39, 40 
Huehuetenango, Department of, 5 
huifilesy 33, 155, 187, 195, 196, 
Plate 26) facing 217, 439 
hulchcy (Fig. 6, e) 164, 165, 240, 414 



Iiumaii figures 48, 362-71, 37 ^^ $ 77 ^ 
399, 414, 415, 417, 423, 425, 
426; (Plate 15, facing 48, (Plate 
16, a) facing 33, (Plate 50) /<?/- 
.'lowing 336, (Plate 66) following 
368, (Plate 92, 3 , c) following 432 
Jiuman sacrifice, 95, 136, 210-12, 
217, (Plate 28 a-f) facing 225, 

, 236-41.434 

liumor, 31, 32 
hurricane, 94, 97 
hmm^ 8 

Hunab iCu, 213, 222 

Hunac Ceei, 91, 397, 434, 436, 444; 

plot of, 444 
Hunhau, 221 

Hun Uitzil Chac Tutu! Xiu, 166, 167 
I 

ideographic writing, 259 
idolatry, 2 1 1 

idols, 216, 257, 258, 358, 380 
Ichpaatun, 59, 60 

Inca, culture compared with that of 
Maya, 450-54 

incense, 8, 158, 218, 219; sec fom 
incense-burners, 219, 358, 380, (Plate 
'81, d) following 384, (Plate 
Bs, following 400 
Indian corn, 6, 8, 137-41, 142, 44 ^ 
Indian population, 313-16; see Table 
I, facing 16 
infant mortality, 23, 24 
Initial Series, 73, 262, 285-88, (Fig. 

25) 286, 457“-62 
insect life, 9 

intelligence of the Maya, 37 
introducing-glyph, 285, (Fig. 25) 
286, (Fig. 27) 293, 360 
Isla de Mujeres, 100, 105 
Island of Jaina, 73, 379, (Plate 82) 
facing 3 B 5, 397 
Itsimte, 62, 122 

Itza, Province of the, 120, 122, 124- 
28, 131-35 


Itza-Mexican group, 84 
Itzamkanac, 107, 120, 122 
Itzamna, 213, 222-25, 2^26, 227, 
(Plate 29, a) facing 240, 407, 408 
Itzamna Kauil, 245 
lx Chebel Yax, 408 

Ixchel, 181, 223, 230, 231, 407, 408 
Ixil, Book of Chilam Balam of, 302 
Ixkun, 63, 64, 122 
Ixlu, 63, 65 

Ixtab, 221, 231, (Plate 29, /) facing 
240 

Izabal, Department of, 6, 117 
Izamal, 85, 90. '3 ^7. ,3^0, 37S 

J 

jade, 197, 425-29. 430, (Plates 91, 
92,^ 93) following 432, 452; de- 
posits and sources of, 428, 429, 43 O; 
hardness of, 429 

jade carving, 358, 425-30. (Plj^tes 91, 
92. 93) following 432, 452 
jadeite, 429, 430, 452 
jaguar figure, 6, 158, 219, (Plate 35, 
h) following 320, (Fig. 31) 322, 
324, 370, 417, 419, 423, 427 
Jaguar Stairway, (Plate 35, a) follow--^ 
ing 320 

japar thrones, 3 7 J. 373. 43 ^ 

Jaina, 62 
jaleh, 175 

Jaramillo, Juan de, 179 
Java, rock-cut temples of, 449 
jicama, B, i 56 
Jonuta, 379 
justice, Maya, 30-31 

K 

Kabah, 341, 342, 388, 391 ; Palace of 
the Masks, 341, (Plate 56, a) fol- 
lowing 344; stone arch, 342, (Plate 
56, following 344 
Kakaltecat, 91 

Kaminal-juyu, 386, 393, 426, 428, 
430; (Plate 91, b) following 432 

hnloi, 204 


kapok, 8 

katun,\(iZ, 276, 277, 292, 293; thir- 
teen gods of the, 233 
katun-ending, 57, 63, 241-43, 337, 

(Fig. 16) 242 

Katun 8* Ahau, 92, 94, 294, 443-47 

katun-wheel, (Fig. 27) 293 

Keuic, 420 

Kekchi, 20 

kin, 275, 276, 277 

Unckiltun, 276, 277 

Kinich Ahau, 223 

kobm, 182, 199 ' 

hub, 195 

kuchs, 250 

Kukulcan, 84, 85, 87-89, 21 1, 222, 
249, 326, 356 
kuum, 198 

L 

Labna, 391 

Lacandon, 16, 87, 179, 180, 208, 380, 
405, 406, 410 
Lacanha, 62, 41 5 
Lacantun River, 5, 128, 415 
Lagartos River, 12 
Laguna Perdida, 122 
Laguna de Terminos, 7, 91, loi, 107, 
122 

lahuntun, 57, 65 
Lake Amatitlan, 5 
Lake Atitlan, 5 ' 

Lake Bacalar, li, 79, 122, 123, 127 
Lake Chichankanab, 1 1 
Lake Coba, 12, (Plate 37, b) follow'- 
ing 320, 339 
Lake Izabal, 6, !2i ■ 

Lake Payegua, XI 

Lake Peten Itza, 7, (Plate 4, h) fol- 
lowing 8, 10, ■. 83, 95, 12^0,. 122, 
126, I2S, 129, 165 
La Amelia, 63, 64 
Xa^ Florida, .62 . 

La Honradez, 64, 80 
La Mar, 63 
La Milpa, 63 


Landa, Bishop Diego de, 24, 28, 84-86, 

■ 87, 91 - 93 ) 94 ) 2 ^ 5 ) I47) '26i, 170-' 
72, 175 - 77 ) 179 ) 1 ^ 4 ) 185, 188, 

■■ 195, 201, 204, 207, 214, 216, 219, 
22X, 238, 239, 240, 439, 463-64 ■ : 
language, Maya, 18-20, 141, 385; 
dialects of, Table I, facing 16, 39; 
use of Portuguese, x, 302; mor-* 
phoiogy, phonetics, syntax, 1 9 
lapidary art, 358, 425-3O) 45^ 

Las Casas, Bartolome, 440 
Las Viboras, shoals of, 98 
League of Mayapan, 84, 88; disrup- 
tion of, 91 

Leyden Plate, 40, 43, (Plate 15) 
i«g48, 52, 56, 321, 362, 426 
life hereafter, 205-21 
lime, 10, 128, 158 
lime-concrete roof, 347 
lime-kilns, 350, 351, (Plate 76) fol- 
lowing 384 

limestone, 3, 4, 10, il, 350, 358 
lime-gravel, 450 

linguistic stock, Maya, 15, 16; ses 
•Table I, facing 16 
live oak, 5 

Livingstone, Guatemala, 6 
Lizana, Father, 76, 80, 8x, 84; Li- 
zana tradition, 76, 80 
Loche, 106 

Long Count, Maya, 73, 84, 87, 285- 
88; see also Initial Series (Fig. 25) 
286; see Table V, 80 
Los Higos, 63 

lowlands of Peten, 6-1 o; see Peten 
lucky and unlucky days, 36 
lucky practices, 36 

M 

macaw, 9, 437 
machete, 141, 152, 183 
mahogany, 8, II, 157 
maize, 6, 8, 137, 158, 385, 400, 441, 
442; ancestor of, 138-40; cultiva- 
tion of, 7, 38, 137, 158; origin of, 
137-41; steps in cultivating, 1 41- 



512, 


50 ; Soutii America, 1 3 8, 139, 

'140 

malaria, 69 

Mai anal, or Marina, 103 s story of, 
178-79 
Malinche, 178 
Mamantel River, 7 
mamey, 8, 127, 156 
Mamom pottery, 385-87 
Mangelsdorf, P. C., 138, 1 39 
Manikin Scepter, 163, (Fig. 6, c) 

164,166,437 

Mani, 30, 95, 107, 109, 131, 165, 
317, 388, 400 

Mani, Book of Chilam Baiam of, 
(manuscript), 78-79, 86, 90, 92, 
3d2, 303 

Manuscripts, native, 78, 94, 16 1, 295- 

305 

Marina, 103, 178, 179 

marriage, 24, 25, 179, 180, 188-91; 

average age of, 188; native, 32 
Martinez, Marfa, 403 
Martinez Hernandes, Juan, 458 
masonry architecture, 10, 26 
mathematics, Maya vigesimal system 
of, 275, 276, (Fig. 23) 278, 280, 
(Fig. 24) 281; positional, 274, 276, 
280, 281, 454 

matting, 409-10, (Fig. 47) 411 
Maudslay, A, P., 28$ 

Maxcanu, ii, 329 

Maya area, 3, 6, 59, 6l, 112, ilB, 
210, 212, 297, 332, 345, 417; 
map of, (Plate 19) facing ^6 
mayacimil^ 99 

Maya civilization, 2 lO, 261, 316, 
389; appraisal of, 4 50-5 5 ; classi- 
fication of centers of, (Table VII) 
318; cultural scratch, 447-49; 
origin of, 42, 43, 49 
Maya Era, 52, 57, 58, 73, 209, 284, 
443 

Maya Mountains, 7, (Plate i) facing 
8, 120 


Maya Renaissance, 4,' 14,, 83, 84, 90, 
330, 396 

Maya “Rosetta Stone,” 261 
Maya-speakng people, 15, (Table I ) 
facing l6, 1 8, 44, 84, 316 
Mayapan, 30, 85, 87-89, 90-96, 114, 
160, 165, 167, 206, 320, 388, 391, 

399 > 434 ? 444 ? 454 ; of, 93, 
94? 95? 400; foundation of, 935 
League of, 83, 84, 88, 89 
mazchmloby 176, 21 5 
mscate ^ 143, 1 51, 154 
merchants, 228, 229, 427 
Merida, 109, II3, 115, I16, 122, 
125-27, 129, 131, 258, 32a, 410; 
foundation of, 113, 457 
mestizos y 202 

metalwork, 431-36, 453; metal tools, 

43 0 > 449; technique of, (Fig. 55, 
H) 43 453 

Mexican invaders, 14., 19, 89, 162, 
212, 325, 329, 396; Mexican mer- 
cenaries, 91, 397, 434, 436 
Mexican origin, 84-89, 91, 162, 356 
Mexican Period, 84, 88, 90-93, 165, 
21 1, 396, 399, 436; architecture 
of, 80, 325, 326, 356, 357 
Mexico, 3, 88, 117, 146, 197, 21 1; 
central, 77, 84, 87, 88, MO, 295, 
296, 326, 386, 430, 45 1 ; Valley of, 
3^6, 434 

Middle America, 118, 137, 139, 140, 
H 9 ? ^ 73 ? 3S4? 449 

141, 151-54; average yield of, 
152; milfa agriculture, 141-48; 
stages in making, 142-50 
Miro, Jose Ignacio, 299 
Mirones, Francisco de, 124, 125 
MUna!^ the Maya Hell, 221 
Mixtec, 273, 296 
Mochis, 105 

Moctezuma 11 , 178, 299, 439; head- 
dress of, 440, 453 
modeling, 378-81 



modem' Maya, 20, ^ 9 ^ 30,' 

3 ^ ■ ; 

Mongolian spot,' 23 
Monjas, at CMchen Itza, 326, 420 
Montejo, Francisco de, 100, 102-11, 
299 

Montejo, the younger, io8-x6, 168 
Montejo Xin, Francisco, 167 
Month names, 234-35, ^^ 9 ; g^7P^s 
for, (Fig. 19) 2685 name-glyphs of 
patron-gods, (Fig. 13) 234 
moon count, 288, 289, 305— 7 
moon goddess, 230, 408 
Mopan, 16, 17 
Moran, Father, 440 
mosaics, 430-31; turquoise mosaic, 
(Plate 43, a) following 328, 430, 

432 ■ ^ . 

Motagua River, 4 
Motul, Pech capital, 165 
Motul de San Jose, 122 
Museum of the University of Pennsyl- 
vania, Philadelphia, 368, 417; see 
Acknowledgments in List of Plates, 
xiii-xxix 

N 

Naabon Cupul, 108 
Naachtun, 59, 364, 366, 367 
naal haba^ 183, 464 
Nachan Can, 99 
Nachi Cocom, 30, 95, 96, 261 
nacom^ 168, 169, 1 72, 237, 253 
Nahua, 162, 176 
Nahuatl, 39, 87, 103, 178 
nahuyaca {fer-de-lance)^ 9 
Nakum, 62, 64, 315, 357; description 
of. 337 

names, personal, 463-65 
Namux Chel, 109, 110 
nanxe^ 156 

Napot Xiu, 95, 166; see also Ah Dzun 
Xiu 

Naranjo, 57, 59, 60, 64, 315, 337 
Nasca culture, 45 X 


National Museum of Mexico, 64, 373, 
434 

Navajo Indians, compared with Maya, 

28, 407 

Nebaj Vase, 410, 418, 419, (Plate 
89, a) facing 425 

New Empire, 14, 72, 3175 coloniza- 
tion of, 81 ; dialects of, i6, 175 see 
Table I, facing 16; periods of, 
Table III, facing 40, 83; ruling 
houses of, 165-67, 170 
New Years’ ceremonies, 223, 243—47 
Nicuesa, Diego de, 98 
Nieto, Diego, 121 

Nito, Cortes’ expedition through, 1 17, 
121 

nobility, 168-70 
Nocuchich, 378 
Nohemaly 76, 80 
Nohthub, 126 
Nonoual, 86, 87 

numbers, venerated by Maya, 36, 37 
Nunez de Balboa, Vasco, 98 

O 

Oaxaca, 42, 240, 361, 429, 434 
obsidian, 408, 452 
Ocna festival, 224, 225 
Old Empire, 5, 10, 13, 14 ) i?) 4 S) 
51, 317, 345, 454; causes of decline 
and fall, 14, 62, 67-72; florescence, 
14, 62; Golden Age, 14, 62; occu- 
pation periods, 72, (Fig, 2) facing 
64; perods of the, 52, see Table III, 
facing 40; used only in esthetic 
sense, 50 

oldest surely dated object, 40, 43, 52, 
56, 321 

oldest large stone monument, 43, 
(Plate 16, b) following 48, 332 
oldest Maya city, 43, 55, 210, 320 
oldest wall-painting, 334; description 
of, (Plate 50) following 336, 414 
Olid, Cristobal de, 102, 117 
Olmeca culture, 42 



Orbita, Juan de, I22,,I24 j 445 
OrdaZj Diego de, 102 
oregano j 157 ■ 

Otzmal massacre, 96, 109, l66 
Oviedo, historian, 218 

Oxkmtok, 59, 73, 80, 345, 391; Lin- 
tel of, (Plate 18, a) facing 49, 73 
76, 339 

Oxlahuntikuj 216, 231—33, 280 
Oxpemul, 62, 64, 80 

P 

183, 463 

Pacum chdc ceremony, 252, 253 
painting, 412-25 j colors used in, 412 
Palace of the Masks, at Kabah, 341, 
(Plate 56, h) 344 

palanquin, 113, 419 
Palenque, 10, 59, 63, 64, 122, 161, 
i97> 3^95 325; description of, 334- 
35 > 35 ^. 3^4-66, 367, 37 ^. 4 H; 
Palace Group, 233 j sanctuary tab- 
let, (Plate 32, b) facing 313, 335; 
Temple of the Beau-Relief, 335, 
. 377; Temple of the Cross, 63, 206, 
335 > Temple of the Foliated Cross, 
335; Temple of the Sun, 335; 
Tower Court, 63 
Paiizada River, 5 

Panama, 6, 1 97, 240, 432 ~ 34 > 440, 
453; Isthmus of, 18 
Pantcmit, 91 

pantheon, 222-35, 256-58, 342 
Panuco River, loi 
papaya, 156 

Paradise, Maya, 205, 221 
Paredes, 126, 1 30, 13 1 
Pasion River, 5, 7, 392 
fati, 175, 191, 196, 197, 202, 406, 
440 

Patron-God series, 231-35; name- 
glyphs for, (Fig. 13) 234 
Paxbolon, Acha, 118, 119 
Paxbolon, Pablo, 119 
Paynala, 178 


Peabody Museum, of Archaeology and 
Ethnology, Harvard University, 
165, 167, 240; see Acknowledg- 
ments in List of Plates, xiii— xxix 
peccary, 9 

Pech tribe, 97, 109, 114 
pendant, 426, 433, (Plate 9 1 ) , 

ing 432, .(Plate .94, a) fm: mg 44.0 
people, Maya, 20 ; Asiatic origin, 23; 
diet, 25, 26; physical characteristics, 
20-23; see Plates 8, 9, foliofving 
1 6, Plate 10, facing 17, Plate ,.ii, 
facing 24, Plates 12, 13, foliotemg 
24. 

perfume, 195 
Peruvians, 451-54 
pestilence, 94, 97, 99 
Peten, Department of, 3,' 6, 10, 40, 
64, 67, 95, 117, 1 1 8, 125, 160, 
3Uj. 33^^ 390, 392; central, 

6, 90, 210, 391 ; climate ofV 9; 
forest of, 8, 1 1 , 1 29; soil of, ,l I, 68 
Peto, 13 1 

phonetic writing, 260 
physical characteristics of the Maya, 
20,21,23,25,26 
pictorial w^riting, 259 
ficiwiy 

Piedras Negras, lo, 57, 59, 60, ,63, 
210, 241, 319, 325; descrip- 
■ tion of, 334, 336, (Plate 52, h), fol- 
/ojcwg 336, 347, 367, 369, 37!, 
426,427, 430 ; Stela 12, 176, 437 ; 
Stela 40,' 22.6; Temple O-13, 63, 
33b, 368; Wall Panel No, 3, 63, 
(Plate 69, a) foliotving 368 , 437 
pilgrimage to Chlchen Irza, 95, 96, 
239 

pipes, 186, 3 So, (Plate 81, j ) follou'- 
ing 384 

Pizarro, Francisco, i lo 
plague, 94 

planting stick, X41, (Fig. 5) 147, 183 
plants, useful, 156-58 
Pokomam, 439 



PokoiBclii, 439' , 

Pole, town, 105, 106,114 
political organization, 159; ah hata-- 
bob^ 162, 168, 1695 bh each cahoby 
162, i6<)i ah holfofoby 1695 ah 
kulelob^ ^695 kalach uinic^ 161—63, 
165, 167, 168, 175; nacom^ i68, 

' 169; iufiles^ 170 
Polol,,63, 64 

polychrome plates, (Figs. 50, 51) 419 
polychrome vase, 415-18, (Plate 87) 
facing 416, (Plate 88) facing 424, 
(Plate 89) facing 425 
fOMy 8, 185, 218, 400, 413 
fofolnay 1 70 
Popol Vuh, 214, 303, 304 
population, 313-16; centers of, 316- 
19; classification of, Table VII, 
318; see Plate 1 9, facing 5 6 
pottery, 382-86, 388-89, 392-96, 
400, 403? 405 > 41 7 > 449 j 451 
fozoley 200, 201 
ffeniacohy 168, 176 
Ppustunich, 317 

Pre-Columbian times, 3, 53, 137, 138, 
259, 331, 367, 448 
priesthood, 28, 168, 170, 171-74, 
208,212,264 
prophecies, 123, 127, 173 
prophets, 172, 173 
physchological characteristics, 25-37 
puberty ceremony, 184-87 
Pueblo Indians, 308, 383, 403, 407 
Puerto Barrios, 5, 43, 54, 321 
Puerto M'exico, 1 17 
Pusilha, 59, 60, 122 
Puuc Period, (Table V) facing 80, 84, 
211,341 

Q 

quail and other game birds, 9 
quarrying, (Fig. 38) 361, 362; see 
Plates 64, 65, following 368 
Quauhtemoc, 1 1 8-2 1 ; death of, 1 1 8, 
(Fig. 3) 121 
Quen Santo, 63, 65 


quetzal, 6, 197, 375, 408, 409, 437 
Quetzalcoatl, 85, 211, 356, 450 
Quexil, 62 

Quiche Maya, 214, 303, 304, 405, 

439 

Quintana Roo, Territory of, 3, il, 15, 
77> 79. 409 
quifUy Inca, 453 

Quirigua, 10, 57, 60, 62, 64, 122, 
241. 364? 370, 43^ > description of, 
338; Stela E, largest block of stone 
ever quarried by Maya, (Plate 54, 

b) facing 337, 338; Zoomorph O, 
220, (Plate 27, b) facing 224; 
Zoomorph P, 220, 370, (Plate 72, 

c) following 376 

R 

rainfall, 9, 68, 69, 223 
rain forest, 11,13, 71 
Ratinlinxul Vase, 420, (Plate 88, 
facing 424 
rebozoy see booch 
reel clay soil on savannas, 7 
Red House, at Chichen Itza, 326 
Red Jaguar Throne, at Chichen Itza, 
328, 410, 431, (Plate 73, c) fol- 
lowing 376 
regidoresy 16^ 

Relacion de las cosas de Yucaldn, 84 
religion, 208-13, 236-58; cosmog- 
ony and character, 2 1 3-1 5; deities, 
222-35; dualistic tendency, 215, 
216; rise and development, 208-13 
refartimientosy individual holdings of 
land, 115 

reptiles: coral snake, fer'-de 4 ancey moc- 
casin, tropical rattler, 9 
Rio Bee, largest site in Chenes region, 
3^9 

Rio Duke, 6, 121 
Rio Tabasco, loi 

river systems, 4, (Plate i) facing 8 
road-roller, 340, (Plate 55, b) facing 
344 



Royal Fifth, King’s sliare, 104 
rubber, 1 5S ' 

ruling houses, 87, 165, 166, 167, 170 
S 

Sacalum, 124, 125 

sacheob, 174, 339, (Plate 55, d) facing 
344,450 

sacrificial knife, 237, (Fig. 14) 238, 
377 

sacrificial offerings, 240, 244 
Sahagun, Father, 43 8 
sahcab, 340; see also zahcah 
Salamanca, 104, 1 06, 107, 1 12, 1 16 
Salinas River (or Chixoy River), 5, 

379. 392. 415 
San Andres Tuxtla, 4 1 
San Angel, 378 

San Buenaventura, Father, 1 30 
San Jose, 385 

San Juan Teotihuacan, 427, 450 
San Luis Potosi, 15, 39 
San Pedro and San Pablo River, 5, 7, 
lOI 

sandals, 158, (Fig. 8) 194 

Sandoval, Gonzalo de, 102 

sandstone, 338, 358 

Santa Cruz Maya, 30 

Santa Cruz Mountains, 1 2 1 

Santa Elena Poco Uinic, 63, 64 

Santa Rita Corozal, 420, 425 

Santa Rosa Xtampak, 63, 73, 420 

Santiago de Cuba, 99 

Santo Domingo Island, 98, 104, 106 

sapodilla, 8, li, 129, 156, 157, 376 

Sarstoon River, 7 

savanna, 6, 7, 71, 12b, 158 

Sayil, 391 

Schellhas, Paul, 222 
sculpture, 353, 358-61, 362, 363-73, 
4425 stone, 10, 52, 55, 62, 362-74, 
389, 428; wood, 375-77 
sculptured outcropping, (Plate 53, d) 
following 336, 337 
sea level, eleVation above, 5, 6 


Secondary Series, 264, 289-91 ■ 

Seibal, 62, 64, 65, 364 
ssrrania, 1 1 , 87 

sex, modesty, 33; promiscuity, 34 

sheep, 5 

Short Count, 73, 75>'78, 291-95, 457- 
62 ; see Table V, facing 80 
sisal^ 26, 157 
Sisia, 106 
slaves, 176-79 
smallpox, 94, 99 
social organization, 159,454 
Solola, Department of, 5 
Sotuta, 95, 96, 108, 131, 165, 317 
Spanish Conquest of Peten, 16, 1 17, 
129-36 

Spanish Conquest of Yucatan, 98, 
103-16, 122, 400 

spinning, 405, 4065 and hand-loom 
weaving, 405, 406, 407, 408 
standard-bearers, 371, 373, (Plate 73, 
by e) following 376 
stars and constellations, 3 1 1 
stela, 43, 361, 362, (Plates 63, 66, 
67, 68) following 368 
Steggerda, Morris, 25, 154 
Stephens, John L., 376, 377 
stingless bees, 9, 448 
stone-mosaic fagades, 330 
stone grinders, 198 
Stone of Chiapa, 64 
•Stone period-markers, 62, 64, 65, 336 
stratigraphic sequence, 382-84 
stucco-work, 335, 344, 377, 378 
stucco masks, 344, (Plate 58) facing 
345 

stucco modeling, 377, 428 
sugar, wild honey used for, 9, 190 
suicides, causes of, 221 ; goddess of, 
231, (Plate 29, /) facing 240 
sundial, 144, (Fig. 4) 145, 146 
superlatives, Maya, 447; see Table 
XI, facing 448 

superstitions, 35-37, 2045 concerning 
. weather, 35, 36 



j: 


Supplementary Series, (Fig. 25) 286, 

; ■ ZU 

sweet potato, 8, ,156 
system of numeration, 274-76, 280, 
2 : 8,1 

T 

Tabasco, 3, 15, 42, 91, 102, 103, 107, 
III, 112, 1 17, 1 18, 177, 178, 396, 

397 

taboos, 31, 179, 180, 188 

Tamayo Pacheco,; Francisco, 1 16. 

Tamayo Pacheco, Melchor, 116 

tapir, g ' 

tattooing, 194, 196 

Taxcal, 91 

Taxmar, 99 

Tayasal, 95, 1 20-26, 129-36, 165, 
445,446 

Tayasal-Flores, 63, 64, 65 
Taxes, Province, 106, 115 
Tecoh, Chel capital, 95, 165 
Temple of the Chac Mool, 326, 328 
Temple of the Jaguars, 212, (Plate 
41, S>) facing 321, 376, 410, 420, 
423 

Temple of the Warriors, 177, 194, 
212, (Plate 40, a) following 320, 
326,328,373,420,423-25 
Tenabo, 113 
Tenam, 405 
Tenciz, 121.' 

Tenochtitlan, 103, 117, 1 1 8, 274 
Tenosique, I18 
teosintc ^ 138—40 
Testera, Jacobo de, III 
Tetlepanquetzal, 118 
Texcoco, 118 

textiles, 405-9, 45 1; New Empire, 
(Fig. 44, 4065 Old Empire, 

405-6, (Fig. 44, it-d) 406 
thatch-roofed houses, 26, 157, 158, 
342, 423, (Fig. 54) 424» (Plate 
S 7 > 43 S> 443 

T’ho, 109, 1 1 3, 31 7> 320; see Mer^ 
Thompson, J. Eric S., 458, 47 1, 478 


Tibolon, 95 
Ticul, 166, 167, 168 
Tikal, 40, 43, 47, 54, 56, 58, 64-66, 
128, 129, 161, 209, 210, 307, 317, 
(Plate 31, a) facing 312, (Plate 
33) f^scing 3 20; description of, 
320-23, 363, 371; Palace of the 
Five Stories, (Plate 53, a) follow^ 
ing 336, 376; Temple IV, 321, 
447, (Plate 52, d) following 336, 
(Plate 70, h) facing ^ 6 g I wooden 
lintels, (Plate d) facing 313, 
(Fig. 31) 322, 375“77 
Tila, 62, 64 
Tipu, 123-27 

Tixcacal, Quintana Roo, 195, 409, 
(Plates 8, 9, 10) following 16 
Tixcacal, Yucatan, 131 
Tixchel, 122 
Tizimin, 105 

Tizimin Chronicle, 78, 79, 86, 90, 
92, 302, 303 
Tlacopan, 118 
tobacco, 8, 217 
Toltec, 88 
tomato, 8, 156 
tomb, 415, (Fig. 48) 416 
tonalfokualli^ \.z 

Tonina, 59, 64, 16 1, 319; description 
of, 338-4^ ' 

tools, 10, (Fig. 36) 359, 360, 430 
tortillas, 25, 183, 187, 198-201, 217 
Totonicapan, 386 
toucan, 9 

Tozzer, Alfred M., 18 
Tres Zapotes, 40, 41, 42 
tribute, 406, 431 
Tripacum^ 138, 139 
tropical forest, 8, 66 
Tro y Ortolano, Juan de, 299 
Trujillo, 108, 1 17 
Tula, 77, 88 

Tulapan Chiconauhtlan, 86 
Tulum, 59, 60, 73, loi, 219, 345, 
347, 420, 425; El Castillo, incense 
still burned in, 219 




r jg tun,zjS, 276 

; tufUesy 170 . 

Tuff Kak ceremony, 251, 252 
turquoise, 43OJ sources of, 431, 452 
turquoise mosaic, loi, 328, (Plate 43, 
328, 430, 431, 452 
Tusik, Book of Chilam Balam of, 
302 

Tutu! Xiu, 86, 87, 91-93, 96, 113, 
165,329 

Tuxtia Statuette, (Plate 14, <5) facing 
25,40,41,42 
Tzental, 16, 179, 180 
Tzendales, 62 

Tzibanche, 59, 60, 65, 73, 376; 

Temple VII, (Plate 19) facing 56 
TziminCbac, 120, 123, 126 
Tzimin Kax, 63, 64, 347 
Tzocchen, 319 

tzolkin^ 36, 1 8 1, 265-69, 270-74, 
279 > 334 

izomfantliy or Place of tbe Skulls, at 
Chichen Itza, 356, (Plate 61, a) 
following'll! 

Tzotzil, 16, (Plate 13) following 24 
Tzucacab, il 
Tzun tecum, 91 

U 

Uaxactun, 10, 40, 43, 47, 52, (Plate 
19) facing 56, 58, 65, 80, 206, 
209, 210, 241, 3I3’~I5> 33^-'34> 
343 ” 47 > 363^ 384, 3 ^ 5 ) 3^7^ 

410, 415; Acropolis, 56, 428; de- 
scription of, 332~34 j Main Plaza, 
Group E, 57; Structure A-l, 415, 
(Fig. 48) 416; Structure B-XIII, 
334, (Plate 50) following 336; 
Stela 9, 40, 43, 47, (Plate 1 6) foU 
lowing 48, 52, 56; Temple A- 
XVill, 2065 Temple E-III, 333, 
334, 41 7 J Temple E-VII-Sub, 48, 
(Plate 17, h) following 48, 49, 389 
Uaymil-Cbetumal, 116 
Ucanal, 63, 64 
uinal, 27s, 276 


u haklaj kaiunoh, 78, 291-95, 302, 

. 443> 454» 45 7> 45 B 
Ulua, 93, 177 
Ulua River, 1 06 

United States of America, 24, 139, 

297,376,3^4,403 

United States Department of Agricul- 
ture, 142, 488 
Uolantun, 58 

'Ursua, Martin de, 125, 127, 130-36 
Usumacinta River, 5, 7, 118, , 128, 

379,392 

Usumacinta Valley, 4, 10, 16, 59, 63, 
81,161,334,345,367 
Utatlan, 386, 439 
utensils, 1 58, 382 

tmdz katun^ Katun 8 Abau, 294, 443- 
47, (Table V) facing 80 
Uxmal, 88, 90, 92, 165-67, 3 1 5, 3174 
Ball Court, 33 1; Cemetery Group, 
332, (Plate 73, /) following 376; 
description of, 329-32, 391; foun- 
dation of, 87; Governor's Pal- 
ace, 90, (Plate 25, a) facing 
216, (Plate 38, following 320, 

330, 331, 376J Great Pyramid, 

331, (Plate 51, a) following 336; 
House of the Magician, 331, (Plate 
48) following 336, 373; House of 
the Old Woman, 332; House of the 
Turtles, 3 3 1 ; ' Nunnery (Monjas) 
Quadrangle, 90, 331, (Plates 46, 
47) following 336; Stela 7, (Fig. 

41) 371 

Uxul, 59, 60 

V 

Valdivia, 98, 99, 106 
Valladolid, 85, 1 14-16 
vampire bats, 9 
vanilla, 8, 157 

vase-paintings, 170, 196; su also 
painting 

vegetables (food plants), 8> 156; for 

^seasoning, 158 

^Wazquez, Diego de, 100, 104 



VenuSj 174,' 264, 308, '309-11, 323; ■ 
see astronomy 

Veracruz, 15? 39 > ^03? II 75 lowlands 
of, 18, 1 01 

Vilkgutierre Sotomayor, 94 
volcanoes, 4, (Plate 2, following 8 
vultures, 9 

W 

wall-painting, 334, (Plate 50) fol- 
/oawg 336, 413, 420; description 
of, 422-25, (Fig. 54) 424, (Plate" 
<) 0 ) facing 

weapons, 408, (Fig. 6, dy Sy /, g) 164; 
see also hulche 

weaving, 403-9, (Fig. 45) 408; Maya 
loom, (Plate 86, facing 401; 
Navajo, 407 

Well of Sacrifice, at Chichen Itza, 95, 
194, 207, 212, 219, 239, 240, 
(Plate 42, i) facing 328, 329, 377, 
405, 434-36 
Wells, H.G., 259 
wild fig, 8 ; see cofo 
wild lioney, 9, 127 
wild turkey, 448 
women, modesty of , 3 3 
wood, carving of, 375-77, 428; cy- 
press, $j logwood, 1575 mahogany, 
8, II, 1575 mora tTQQ, 1 57; pine, 
5; sapodilla, 8, ii, 129, 156, 157, 
3765 Spanish cedar, 8, 11, 157 
wwl, 408 

writing, development of, 259, 260 
X ■ 

■Xahila, 304 ' 

'Xatmcky I'83, 199 . 

Xaman Itk, 27, 228, (Plate 29, A), 240 

Xamanha, 105, 1 06 

Xamantun, 62, 64, 65, 80 

Xculoc, 438 

Xclha, 104, 105, 106 

Xelha River, 1 2 

Xicalanco, 91, 103, 107 

Xictli lava flow, 386 


Xlu, 91-93, 95, 96, 97, 107, 109, ejQ 
1 13, i6s, 167, 329, 341, 400 ^ 

Xiu family papers, 165-68, (Plates 
19, 20, 21) following 168 
Xiu, Dionisio, 167, (Plate 23, Cy d) 
facing 169 

Xiu, Nemesio, 167, (Plate 23, b) 
facing 169 

xiuhmolfilliy 274, (Fig. 21) 

following 168 

xocbil chuiy 195, 409, (Plate 26, Cy d) 
facing 217 
xtahaiy 21 2 

Xtoloc Cenote, water supply of Chi- 
chen Itza, 329 
Xuchueuet, 91 

xu/y 141 

Xultun^ 59, 65, 80, 315; Stela 10 at, 

371, (Fig. 40) 372 

Y 

yam, 8 
Yaxcaba, 131 
'^axchcy %y 212 

Yaxchiian, lO, 59, 63, 64, 128, 161, 

165, 219, 319, 325, 364, 367; de- 
scription of, 334-36; Lintel 24 at, 

369, (Plate 71, b) following 376; 
Structure 23, 336; Temple 40, 233 
Yaxha, 59 
yaxkiny 144 

Yaxuna, 78, 79, 84, 340, 388; road- 
roller near, 340; (Plate 55, b) fac- 
ing 344 

Yaxuna-Coba highway, 339, 340; see 
Plate 19, facing 58, Plate 55, fac- 
ing 344 

yellow fever, 69 
7'ield of corn, 150—56 
Ytzcuat, 91 
Yucatan, 122, 125 

Yucatan Peninsula, 3, 4, 7, (Plate i) 
facing 8, 9, 39, 45? ^ 7 ? 

1 41, 156-58, 315, 395 
Yum Cimil, 227 
Yum Kaax, 226 
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198,, aoo 
Zac2V'ii4 

Zacualpa, 393 

zahcab (lime-cement), 10 j see also 

sakcab 

Zama, loi' ' 

Zamana, 213 
Zapotec, 273, 296 

zero, Maya conception of, 275, 4545 


symbol for, 278 (Fig. 23), 280, 
(Fig, 24) 281 

Zia, 403 

Ziyancaan, 79 j discovery of, 79 
Zodiac, (Fig. 29) 300, 31 1 
zoomorpli, 338 
Zubiaur, Pedro de, 1 3 o, 1 3 1 , ' 

Zuctlioic, 129 

Zuyua, 86, 87, 162; language of. 

162 



